The interplay between the experience of doctoral education and familial relationships for mid and late-career academics employed in Australian universities by Webb, Janis
The Interplay between the Experience of Doctoral Education 
and Familial Relationships for Mid and Late-career 
Academics Employed in Australian Universities   
 
 
 
Janis Kaye Webb 
B.A. (VU), M.Ed. (Melb) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis is submitted in total fulfilment of the requirements for the 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
School of Behavioural and Social Sciences 
University of Ballarat 
P.O. Box 663 
 University Drive Mount Helen 
Ballarat, Victoria 3353 
Australia 
 
 
Submitted 
January 2010 
The Interplay between the Experience of Doctoral Education 
and Familial Relationships for Mid and Late-career 
Academics Employed in Australian Universities   
 
 
 
Janis Kaye Webb 
B.A. (VU), M.Ed. (Melb) 
 
 
Volume I 
 iii 
 
Statement of Authorship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Except where explicit reference is made in the text of this thesis, this thesis contains 
no material published elsewhere or extracted in whole or part from a thesis by which I 
have qualified for or been awarded another degree or diploma. No other person’s 
work has been relied upon or used without due acknowledgement in the main text and 
reference list of the thesis. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Janis Kaye Webb      Date 
 iv 
Acknowledgments 
 
The completion of this study would not have been possible without the generous 
assistance of many others. First, I would like to express my appreciation for his 
support to my supervisor, Associate Professor John McDonald, who consistently 
provided timely, thoughtful and detailed feedback on chapter drafts. I thank him for 
his guidance, encouragement and understanding and for instilling in me the 
confidence that I previously lacked in my aptitude for the task. I have enormous 
respect for his deep insight into the doctoral process and for his academic intellect. I 
feel very privileged to have been his student. 
 
I am indebted to the families who participated in the study. They generously 
welcomed me into their homes or workplaces, or travelled, sometimes great distances, 
to my workplace to be interviewed. With candour and sincerity, they described their 
experiences and shared their perspectives on a range of sensitive, personal matters. I 
thank them for their willingness to speak about things that they had not spoken about 
with anyone else previously. From them I learnt very much more than is revealed by 
this report. Many told me that they were motivated to participate by their interest in 
not only assisting me as a researcher but also by a hope that if they shared their 
personal stories, others in similar circumstances might benefit. Their commitment to 
family and community is commendable.   
 
Thank you to my friends and colleagues: Pauline Keenan, Cheryl Drake, Alison 
Temperley, Glenda Crosling, Helen Murphy and Christabel Zhang who regularly 
enquired about what I was doing and how it was going. I am grateful also to the staff 
of Victoria University, in particular the librarians; Ana Luarte, Pam Thomas, Emily 
Wark, Mark Armstrong-Roper, Cameron Barrie, Maxine Tippett and Virginia Martin, 
all of whom strongly supported my enthusiasm to locate difficult to find texts and 
documents. Thank you to Di Clingin and Elanor Mahon from the Research and 
Graduate Studies Office at the University of Ballarat for their continual professional 
support and guidance. Di has a well-deserved reputation for being a warm, tireless and 
compassionate advocate for postgraduate students and their families. I am grateful to 
the University of Ballarat for providing me with a HECS scholarship and Victoria 
University for providing the resources and time required to undertake and complete 
the research.  
 
Finally, I wish to express my deep, heart-felt gratitude to my family for their sustained 
interest, support, and encouragement during the years of my candidature. In particular, 
I am indebted to my husband, James Sillitoe, for his extraordinary, experienced advice 
and endless patience. I thank him for his love and companionship, which have been of 
inestimable value. I am also especially indebted to my sons, Richard and Robert, and 
their respective partners, Danielle and Tara. Drawing on their own experiences of 
academic success, individually and together, they have provided me with sound, 
practical advice at various stages of the study’s evolution. As young adults they are 
wonderful, bright and stimulating company. I thank my mother, Jean, and mother-in-
law, Stella, both nonagenarians, for being inspirational women. I thank my father, 
now deceased, for encouraging me to pursue my academic interests from an early age 
and for the dedication he showed his family. Thank you also to my brothers, Robert 
and Peter, and my brother-in-law, Laurie, and their families for their moral support 
and on-going interest in my progress.  
 v 
Dedication 
 
I introduce this dedication with a quotation of an interviewee whose description of  
his attendance at his son’s recent graduation captures the extent to which undertaking 
a doctoral study can be experienced as a family endeavour and achievement. He 
recalled:  
 
We travelled to Melbourne for the graduation. His Mum and me said we’d get there if we had 
to crawl. He was up on the stage, dressed up in his gown and nice, floppy hat. … He had been 
asked to speak on behalf of the graduates.  
 
The MC introduced him. We thought, ‘Godfather, what’s he going to do next?’ and then when 
he spoke …, it was just amazing ... [I can’t tell you what he said] - well no, you would have to 
listen to the tape - I was too choked up by this time [becoming emotional] ... [He said, ‘I want 
you to all stand up and I want all the students to] turn around and thank all those parents, 
[family] and friends for all the hard work they’ve put in and the trying times and … thank 
them for how you have made it today’. Well, they clapped and cheered and, everybody stood - 
the whole auditorium - and it was just, you know, you’d reckon Billy Graeme had come to 
speak ... . It was unreal … . Talk about proud!  
                                           
 
 
 
 
For my family. 
 
 
 vi 
Table of Contents 
Volume I 
Statement of Authorship        iii 
Acknowledgements         iv 
Dedication          v 
Table of Contents         vi 
List of Tables          xii   
Abstract                                                                                                                     xiii  
Chapter 1   The transforming academic landscape of Australian  
higher education         1 
 
The broad context of this study       1 
The need for reform         1  
Perception of nexus between education and national prosperity – 
a world-wide trend         3 
 
The binary system – the precursor of the UNS     6 
 
Responses to Government plans to bring about structural changes   7 
The pre-UNS institutional cultural divide      8 
UNS academic staff qualifications – a contested area    11 
The Government’s position       11  
The vice-chancellors’ position      13  
The emergence of a dominant culture     14 
Contemporary commentators’ concerns     16  
 
Number of mid and late-career academics who are potential  
participants in doctoral education       19 
 
Concerns driving the current investigation      20 
Summary of dissertation structure       21 
 
Chapter 2   A journey through unchartered waters for candidates 
and their families          22 
 
Introduction          22 
Towards an appreciation of factors which could contribute to  
the disquiet mid and late-career academics experience over  
expectations that they study for a doctorate      22 
A challenge for all doctoral students      22 
Particular challenges for the cohort of this investigation   23 
 vii 
Professional identities      23 
Personal identities       26 
Review of empirical research literature      28 
Challenges to relationships between postgraduate students 
   and partners from students’ competing life roles    31 
Postgraduate study-induced stresses and the quality and 
   enjoyment of family life        36 
Extent of marital satisfaction reported by postgraduate  
   students and their partners, with reference to partners’ student  
   or non-student status        39 
Impact of postgraduate study on partners’ and students’  
   sense of self, emotional well-being and marital satisfaction  
   in asymmetrical relationships      41 
Effects of absence of a significant other on stress levels  
   experienced by postgraduate students     46 
Effects of the presence of children on stress levels  
   experienced by postgraduate students and their partners    48 
Interactions between parents, parents-in-law and  
   postgraduate students        53 
 
Chapter 3   Establishing the theoretical perspective and framework  
for the investigation         60 
 
Introduction          60 
Introducing role strain theory        62 
Background         62 
Basic tenets of role strain theory      63 
Further factors which impinge on one’s experiences of role strain  64 
Strategies to reduce role strain      66 
Role allocation and the family      66 
 
Use of the “scarcity” model to ground empirical inquiries in family studies 67 
Alternative perspectives to role strain theory and the scarcity premise  68 
A theory of role accumulation – a positive perspective on multiple roles  70 
Background         70 
Points of contention among proponents of role strain theory  70 
The rewards of role accumulation      71 
Role privileges       72 
Overall status security      72 
Resources for status enhancement and role performance  73 
Enrichment of the personality and ego gratification   74 
Criticisms of role theory        76 
Summary of rationale for accepting role theory for the current investigation 77 
 viii 
Selection of suitable theoretical perspective and specific theoretical model 
consistent with a role theory approach      78 
Determining an appropriate theoretical perspective     78  
Symbolic Interactionism       79 
General overview of SI      79 
Principles behind SI       80 
Specific concepts of SI      81 
Selection of a specific model: Model of the Antecedents of Role Strain  82 
 
Chapter 4   Methodology and study design appropriate to the current 
investigation and its theoretical stance      86 
 
Introduction          86 
Research questions         86 
Impact of doctoral enrolment on family life     87 
Impact of family life and career as an academic on doctoral enrolment 87 
Impact of family life and doctoral enrolment on career as an academic 87 
Study design          88 
Selection of a suitable methodology consistent with an SI perspective 88 
Decision to use qualitative data collection methods    89 
Selection of informants        93 
Determination of number and category of participants   93 
Means of recruitment and sample selection     93 
Recruitment of staff       93 
Recruitment of family members     101 
Resulting sample size       103 
Details of interview process        103 
Overview of the method of data analysis      106 
Approach to reporting the findings       107 
Presentation of the content       107 
Explicating the format       115 
The outline        115 
The theoretical narrative      117 
Non-attribution of quotations      117 
The epistemological stance behind the investigation     117 
Issues of validity         118 
Confirmability         118 
Dependability         119 
Credibility         120 
Transferability        121 
 ix 
 
Limitations of the study        122 
Unconscious researcher bias       122 
Participants withholding information     122 
Particularity of circumstance       123 
Participant self-selection bias      123 
Point of view as a research construct      123 
 
Chapter 5   Findings: The parents’ and parents-in-law’s perspectives  125 
 
Introduction          125 
Outline of parents’ and parents-in-law’s perspectives    125 
Theoretical narrative         128 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and  
  diversification in role expectations       128 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards    134 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility    145 
 
Chapter 6   Findings: The children’s perspectives    167 
 
Introduction          167  
Outline of children’s perspectives        167 
Theoretical narrative         171 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and 
  diversification in role expectations      171 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards    179 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility    200 
 
Volume II 
Chapter 7   Findings: The partners’ perspectives     216 
 
Introduction           216 
 
Outline of partners’ perspectives       216 
 
Theoretical narrative         221 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and  
  diversification in role expectations       221 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards    234 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility    257 
 
Chapter 8   Findings: The candidates’ perspectives    278 
 
Introduction          278   
Outline of candidates’ perspectives        278 
 x 
 
Theoretical narrative         286 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and  
   diversification in role expectations       286 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards    304 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility    348 
 
Chapter 9   Overview of main findings      382 
 
Introduction          382   
 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification 
in role expectations          383 
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards     387 
 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility     398 
 
Comments on the utility of the Model for the current investigation   410 
 
Chapter 10   Outcomes, conclusions and their implications; 
recommendations; and contributions to knowledge    413 
 
Introduction          413   
 
The study’s outcomes         413 
Conclusions and their implications       415 
Recommendations         416 
Reconceptualisation of understandings of who are the main 
   stakeholders when academics undertake doctoral studies   416 
Reconceptualisation of understandings of what are the  
   potential benefits and who are the potential beneficiaries  
   when career academics undertake doctoral studies   417 
Reconceptualisation of understandings of those responsible 
   for personal and professional outcomes when career academics 
   undertake doctoral studies       419 
Establishment of a co-ordinated, systemic approach to the  
   re-credentialing endeavour       420 
Contributions to knowledge        422 
 
References          423 
 
 
 
 
 
 xi 
Appendices          448  
 
Appendix 2A     Techniques used to locate relevant data bases and literature 
Appendix 4A1   Outline of research project 
Appendix 4A2   Expression of interest in participating in this research 
         project 
Appendix 4B     Human Research Ethics Approval Form 
Appendix 4C1   Plain Language Statement (Participants 18 years and older) 
Appendix 4C2   Informed Consent (Participants 18 years and older) 
Appendix 4C3   Plain Language Statement (Participants under 18 years of age) 
Appendix 4C4   Informed Consent (Participants under 18 years of age) 
Appendix 4D1   Interview schedule: doctoral candidate 
Appendix 4D2   Interview schedule: partner 
Appendix 4D3   Interview schedule: child 
Appendix 4D4   Interview schedule: parent/in-law 
Appendix 4E1   Supplementary handouts for doctoral candidates’ interviews 
Appendix 4E2   Supplementary handouts for partners’ interviews 
Appendix 4E3   Supplementary handouts for children’s interviews 
Appendix 4E4   Supplementary handouts for parents’/in law interviews 
Appendix 4F1   Annotated extracts from interview transcript with candidates 
       in an asymmetrical couple relationship demonstrating how  
                            data were analysed and transformed, and text created 
Appendix 4F2   Annotated extract from Chapter 8 demonstrating how dissonant 
       data were managed in the reporting of the findings  
Appendix 10A   Commonwealth staff development fund details 
 
 xii 
List of Tables  
Table 4.1    Initial theoretical sampling grid      97  
Table 4.2    Refined theoretical sampling grid     98 
Table 4.3    Theoretical sampling grid adapted to show complexity     
           of cross-generation relationships     99 
Table 4.4    Format for presenting an outline of the study’s      
           findings for each category of participant    116 
Table 5.1    Outline of findings for participant category of parents  
           and parents-in-law       125 
Table 6.1    Outline of findings for participant category of children   167 
Table 7.1    Outline of findings for participant category of partners   216 
Table 8.1    Outline for participant category of candidate    278 
 xiii 
Abstract 
This study investigated the interplay between the experience of doctoral education and 
familial relationships when candidates are mid and late-career academics employed in 
Australian universities. Since the late 1980s, this cohort has faced what for many was 
the unanticipated expectation that they earn a doctorate in the interests of job security 
and possible promotion. From the outset, commentators expressed concerns for what 
the implications might be for academic staff required to re-credential owing to the 
restructuring of Australia’s higher education system.  
 
While it is widely recognised that a doctorate is an arduous undertaking even for so 
called ‘traditional students’, the challenges faced by candidates who are also 
academics in their middle years could be expected to be magnified because this is a 
time of life when career responsibilities are likely to be significant, and the 
complexity and intensity of familial demands are probably at their greatest. In 
Australia, large numbers of academics may be combining several ‘serious life roles’ 
now and in the future because approximately 50 per cent (c. 18,000) do not hold a 
doctorate and approximately 85 percent (c. 30,000) are aged over 35.   
 
Given that the study was concerned with how significant life roles interact, Burr, 
Leigh, Randall and Constantine’s Model of the Antecedents of Role Strain was chosen 
to guide the investigation through the phases of data collection and analysis and the 
reporting of the findings. The model, which comprises three theoretical constructs and 
12 propositions, facilitated the systematic and comprehensive exploration and 
comparison of participants’ perceptions of the extent to which various phenomena 
impact both positively and negatively on family members.  
 
The participants in this qualitative, Symbolic Interactionist study were academics and 
members of their families, which included aged parents/-in-law, children and partners. 
Thirty-six interviews captured the experiences of eight families. The use of in-depth 
interviews across generations represents a significant innovation in empirical 
investigation into the effects of the doctoral experience on family life. Most previous 
related research relied on candidates’ reports alone, sought quantitative information 
using standardised, validated instruments and were conducted in the US.  
 
The study found that whilst candidates’ aged parents and children experienced only 
some disquiet, candidates and their partners experienced relentless and significant 
strain in consequence of the candidates’ enrolment. Candidates also reported their 
studies meant they underperformed in other aspects of their academic role in 
comparison to their pre-enrolment performance. Further, candidates believed the 
requirement that they simultaneously meet demanding family member and academic 
role responsibilities whilst grappling with the inherent intellectual challenges of 
doctoral studies, detracted significantly from the quality of their research training 
experience and research outcomes.  
 
By conceptualising doctoral study as a personal/professional role rather than as an 
individual’s isolated intellectual journey, the investigation has reframed the 
experience to highlight the ways in which it affects the multiple and overlapping 
responsibilities and relationships of this cohort. It is suggested that the stress and 
strain experienced within the family domain and by candidates in their academic and 
 xiv 
doctoral student roles would be best addressed by (i) looking beyond the family unit 
and specific interactions among individual family members and (ii) considering how 
nation-wide, systemic changes to policies, procedures and practices within the work 
environment may benefit candidates and their families, candidates’ employing 
universities and the academy in general.    
 1 
Chapter 1   The transforming academic landscape of Australian 
higher education                  
 
The academic landscape in Australia has been transformed by the Dawkins’ reforms of higher 
education. The binary system has effectively been abolished … More than anything else the 
restructuring of higher education will be an interesting example of cultural assimilation 
between universities, institutes and colleges of advanced education. (A. Anderson 1991 p. i) 
 
The broad context of this study      
Within a year of his appointment in the second half of 1987, the then Australian 
Minister for Employment, Education and Training released a major policy statement 
which he described as ‘… mark[ing] a new era of growth and opportunity for our 
higher education institutions’ (Dawkins 1988 p. 3). Integral to the Commonwealth 
Government’s reforms was the creation of the ‘unified national system’ (UNS) of 
higher education (Dawkins 1988 p. 27). This initiative was intended to be, and has 
been, the most transformative of any in the history of Australian tertiary education 
since the early 1850s when the country’s first university, the University of Sydney, 
opened (Maslen & Slattery 1994). Of particular interest to this investigation are the 
flow-on consequences, over two decades, for academic staff, of system-wide 
structural changes catalysed by the 1988 statement. These structural changes have 
been achieved through amalgamations and mergers, in which existing institutions 
were motivated to participate by the Government’s stipulation, ‘Continued 
Commonwealth funding from 1990 within the unified national system will be 
contingent on consolidation’ (Dawkins 1988 p. 44; also see Goedegebuure & Meek 
1991; Harrold 1990; Marginson & Considine 2000; Maslen & Slattery 1994; Smart 
1990). 
 
The need for reform 
The Government’s assertions that reform of the higher education system in Australia, 
in the form of a major expansion of participation opportunities, was necessary in the 
national interest was endorsed in principle by (i) respondents to Higher Education: A 
Policy Discussion Paper (Dawkins 1987)1
                                                          
1 The 1988 Policy Statement was preceded by this Policy Discussion Paper.   
, including: ‘major educational bodies, 
institutions, professional organisations, government authorities, employer groups, 
unions, academics and other interested individuals’ (Dawkins 1988 p. 4) and (ii) 
 2 
higher education commentators throughout the 1990s (for example, A. Anderson 
1991; Charlesworth 1992, quoted by  Maslen & Slattery 1994 pp. 15-16).     
 
That there would be cultural, social and economic benefits in consequence of a better 
educated and more highly skilled population was widely accepted. For much of its 
history, ‘the benefits of higher education in Australia had been enjoyed 
disproportionally by the more privileged’ of the population (Dawkins 1988 p. 6; also 
see DEET & NBEET 1990; Lindsay & Neumann 1987; Marginson & Considine 
2000; Waters 1979) 2. It was argued that improved access for a broader cross-section 
of society would benefit individual students and the community as a whole. For 
individuals (i) independence, (ii) economic advancement and (iii) personal growth, it 
was understood, are typically more attainable if one is educated (Commonwealth of 
Australia 1988; DEET & NBEET 1990; Robbins 1966, 1980; Trow 1991). In 
addition, in parallel, there was commitment to the idea that communities have much 
to gain if their workforce is characterised by strong conceptual, creative, technical, 
innovative and entrepreneurial abilities. Such attributes were described as vital for 
creating and sustaining a strong, resilient national economic base which could 
compete successfully in an international arena (AVCC 1991; Commonwealth of 
Australia 1988; Dawkins 1988; HEC & NBEET 1990).3
 
  
                                                          
2 Of interest is that while most references to this phenomenon referred to the participants of higher 
education in general, Lindsay and Neumann (1987 p. 438) commented specifically on those enrolled in 
postgraduate studies, noting: ‘Postgraduate education in Australia has expanded rapidly since the war, 
but research students are still a small and select group of less than 8 per cent of the total student 
population’. 
3 Such notions were not entirely new. Indeed, they had been seeded more than two decades prior to the  
Dawkins’ papers of 1987 and 1988, in the Martin report of 1964; of this report and its author, 
Marginson and Considine (2000) noted: 
He made explicit the desire to link educational objectives to the national economic interest … . 
Martin … also implied a powerful social program … [T]he program was driven by an 
overwhelming confidence in the role of the national government as an agent of popular 
participation. Higher education would now be seen as a means to lift the involvement of 
participants towards the goal of self-development. [This was not] viewed as a compromise 
between public and private ends. Instead, Martin argued that the private gains to be achieved 
by students were ‘only a fraction’ of what society itself would achieve as more and more 
people became educated. … The gains were … very much about national position in the post-
war economy. (p. 23) 
The orientations of the Martin report helped motivate and direct the expansion of Australia’s higher 
education system, as discussed in this Chapter under the sub-heading of The Binary System: The 
precursor of the UNS, over the following 20 years from the second half of the 1960s to the second half 
of the 1980s, when what has been described as ‘the Dawkins [sic] revolution’ (Marginson & Considine 
2000 p. 27) took effect.         
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The Government’s argument that significant decisive action was warranted at the time 
on account of the state of the Australian economy was undisputed by independent 
observers. For example, A. Anderson (1991) commented: 
 
John Dawkins inherited a basket of problems when he stepped into the Education portfolio …  
These included an economy with serious Balance of Trade problems … and significant 
scepticism about the longer term outlook for the Australian economy. The Green Paper [i.e. 
the 1987 Policy Discussion Paper] was couched in terms of our need to examine the role of 
higher education in the context of international competiveness. (p. 6) 
 
Perception of nexus between education and national prosperity – a world-wide 
trend 
An important premise in the strategy embarked on by Dawkins (1988) of linking 
investment in further education to the country’s future prosperity, was expressed thus:  
 
Our higher education institutions should not be isolated from the major changes occurring in 
Australian society and the economy. Rather, they should be one of the prime agents in the 
process of change, through both their teaching activities and their contribution to research and 
innovation. (p. 5) 
   
This notion was embraced by the vice-chancellors of Australia’s universities who, in 
1991, emphatically asserted, ‘Australian universities provide the foundations for the 
“clever country”4
 
’ (AVCC p.1).  
Being proactive with respect to this stance meant Dawkins’ policies concurred with 
the general thrust of reform in higher education around the world at that time. Many 
writers attest to the strategy being a world-wide phenomenon. For example, prior to 
the release of both the Policy Discussion Paper and the Policy Statement, Lindsay and 
Neumann (1987) reported: 
 
As national economies have declined many Western governments have sought to mobilise the 
resources of their universities in the struggle with economic and social problems and the quest 
for technological innovation. (p. 442)   
 
In the same year, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD 1987) described developments across its member nations in this way: 
 
                                                          
4 The use of the term “clever country” was promoted by the then Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, who 
wished to shift popular thinking away from the notion of Australia, which had an abundance of natural 
resources, as the “lucky country” and encourage the nation’s citizens to have a positive regard for 
education opportunities.  Prime Minister Hawke, introduced the concept during the 1990 election 
campaign; in 1994, Maslen and Slattery (p. 25) wrote of the term, ‘… it now enjoys remarkable 
popular currency’.  
 4 
[U]niversities in OECD countries …  are being called upon to play an ever more important 
part in the restructuring and growth of increasingly knowledge-based national economies  … . 
(p. 8)  
 
Writing three years after the OECD report and two years after Dawkins’ 
announcement, Guthrie (1990) observed that it was a phenomenon of increasing 
momentum: 
More than ever before, education and economics are linked. National education development 
increasingly is a function of economic change and conversely, educational change 
increasingly is intended to foster national economic development …. Increasingly nations 
expect … higher education systems to contribute forcefully to economic growth and are 
enacting reform policies to accomplish this objective. (p. 109) 
 
In their description of how various governments viewed and managed change in their 
higher education systems in the decade following on from Dawkins, between 1990 
and 2000, Marginson and Considine (2000) noted that countries continued to observe 
and adapt the approaches of others. They wrote: 
  
[A]lthough [there are] some unique local features … reforms are taking place almost 
everywhere [and] [t]here is gathering evidence which tells us that university systems (always 
prone to powerful exemplars and global imitation) are moving closer to each other. (p. 6) 
   
In concert with this observation, however, they also noted a reorientation with respect 
to what developed countries viewed as an appropriate nexus. While prior to the 1990s 
the Dawkins’ higher education reforms and those of other nations5 had emphasised 
the combining of social ideologies with national economic imperatives in policy 
development, as the 1990s progressed, across the developed world there was a blatant 
shift to an approach which focussed on the utilitarianism of higher education6
 
The notion of social capital has slipped from favour. The government-financed production of 
a non-market kind, in education, research and other sectors, is often seen not as a social 
investment but as waste. The time horizons of public policy have shrunk. Short-term returns 
and short-term costs are increasingly important, as in the private sector. (p. 46) 
. On this 
point, in 2000 Marginson and Considine reported:  
 
Simultaneously to national leaders (i) accepting the general idea of there being a 
nexus between the activities of higher education institutions and a country’s economic 
well-being and (ii) adopting a philosophical stance on what institutions’ societal 
functions should be, they confronted the question of how the funding of universities 
                                                          
5 For example, Britain (Robbins 1966, 1980) and the United States (Trow 1991). 
6  While this attitude was evident before the rise of neo-liberalism, it resurfaced and gained a greater 
degree of urgency and force over time and with the increasing dominance of right-wing politics. 
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should be managed. On this point in Australia, and elsewhere, economic rationalism 
became a prevailing force and a new era of performance management was 
introduced.7 Within the Australian context, Harrold (1990) expressed his perceptions 
of the implications of negotiated educational profiles8 and performance indicators9
 
 
being used to determine base operating grants thus:  
Commitment to profiles and performance indicators marks a radical change in the Australian 
Government’s approach to funding higher education institutions … This approach results from 
the Commonwealth conceiving its role as a ‘quasi-consumer’, seeking contracts with 
institutional suppliers of teaching and research services for which it is prepared to pay. This 
reconceptualisation of the Commonwealth’s role … has given policy makers greater power 
over the behaviour of institutions without having to become involved in their decision-
making. (p. 189)  
 
In relation to the revised approach to funding higher education, wherein there was 
redistribution within a competitive environment (Harrold 1990), A. Anderson (1991 
p. 7) concluded, ‘The Dawkins’ policy is certainly a reflection of strategic thinking’ 
and forecast, with accuracy, that there would be significant consequences for both 
senior administrators and academic staff, noting: 
 
The Dawkins’ reforms will result in [among other things] … more selective funding of 
research; … more power for the governing bodies of institutions and more authority for 
CEOs; [and], staffing changes aimed at increasing the flexibility of institutions and improved 
staff performance. (p. 8) 
 
Relevant to this investigation is that with hindsight, it is clear that not only have A. 
Anderson’s predictions been fulfilled but also that the elements selected for this 
quotation have interacted over an extended period, so that, almost 20 years on, their 
effects are still being played out in the professional and personal lives of certain 
cohorts of academics employed in Australian universities.  
 
                                                          
7 In the mid 1990s D. Anderson, Johnson and Milligan (1996 p. xi) reported that various forms of 
performance-based funding were being used in: Sweden, Denmark, England, the United States 
(Tennessee) and Chile.     
8 Harrold explains, ‘An educational profile is a statement of an institution’s goals and its current and 
projected triennial teaching, research and service programs … while a profile is initiated and developed 
by each institution, it is not complete until negotiations with Commonwealth authorities have settled on 
actual student loads and research and service programs, and on the associated funding. The profile then 
forms the basis of a formal contract between the parties’. (1990 p. 190).  
9 Performance indicators are defined by the OECD as ‘numerical values which provide a measurement 
for assessing the quantitative or qualitative performance of a system’. Harrold (1990) points out a 
purpose of indicators is that they permit institutional differences in performance to be quantified in 
comparable terms and thus enable institutions to assess their relative performance in particular 
departments or academic fields against that of similar departments or fields in other institutions.  
 6 
The explanation for the longevity of these consequences can be for the most part 
attributed to the situation whereby, while ‘Dawkins … engineered the scene for a new 
level of intrusiveness in Australian higher education’ (A. Anderson 1991 p. 1, also see 
Smart 1990) over the following two decades, subsequent education ministers, 
regardless of political affiliations, have, to varying degrees endorsed, consolidated 
and extended government expectations that higher education institutions be 
increasingly accountable for the funding they receive. This point will be explained 
further as the discussion proceeds. 
 
The binary system – the precursor of the UNS 
As indicated above, the amalgamation of existing tertiary institutions, universities and 
colleges of advanced education (CAEs)10
 
 to create the UNS was a key element of the 
Australian Government’s approach to reform. That this consolidation of existing 
institutions represented a significant shift in higher education philosophy and would 
inevitably have far reaching consequences is appreciated if one understands the 
genesis of the binary system itself. 
Between World War II and the late 1960s, mainly due to the strength of the mining 
and manufacturing sectors, the Australian economy experienced substantial annual 
Gross Domestic Product growth. Despite this being a time in which Australia’s older 
universities grew and new ones were established, by the mid 1960s concerns were 
emerging that there was a shortage of professionals with training in particular skills, 
and universities were criticised for failing to provide courses with vocational content 
(Waters 1979). Such was the level of disquiet over the perceived lack of adequate 
provision for vocational training, the Committee to Report on the Future of Tertiary 
Education in Australia was formed in 1964. The outcome of the Committee’s 
deliberations, chaired by Martin, was the creation of the CAE sector. From the late 
1960s, a network of colleges, predominately based on upgraded former senior 
technical colleges (Martin 1964), was established which for the next 25 years was 
                                                          
10 By 1987, according to Jones and Ainsley (p. 2), ‘In terms of program characteristics the [CAE 
constituent] institutions were divided almost equally across four categories’. There were (i) institutions 
which were ‘predominately concerned with teacher education’, (ii) those ‘predominately concerned 
with science-based courses’, (iii) those ‘predominately involved in courses other than science-based or 
teacher education’, and (iv) institutions ‘for which the programs were best described as mixed in the 
sense of being spread across teacher education, science-based, and other courses’. Reflecting on this 
overview the authors noted that a number of factors resulted in the role of CAEs becoming more 
diversified than had been envisaged when the CAE sector was first established.   
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funded principally for vocational and undergraduate teaching, while universities 
continued to be funded for teaching, research and postgraduate training (A. Anderson 
1991; Mahony 1990; Smart 1990). Smart described their complementary roles in this 
way, ‘… the so called binary system … distinguished between the research and 
postgraduate roles of universities and the … vocational and undergraduate mission of 
colleges of advanced education’ (p. 11). Reflecting on the viability of the binary 
system within the prevailing socio-political and socioeconomic contexts of the 1970s 
and early 1980s, A. Anderson (1991) was positive about this ‘equal but different’ 
(Maslen & Slattery 1994 p. 7) system when he wrote:  
 
The establishment of the binary system of higher education was a logical response to the 
needs of Australian society … . The arrangements and the specific demarcation of roles within 
higher education seemed to be a comfortable arrangement for the universities and colleges. 
Everybody knew their place within the scheme of things. (p. 3)11
 
   
Clearly, however, by the mid to late-1980s the economic and social climate both 
within Australia and internationally had changed, and the binary system which had 
effectively differentiated universities and colleges was no longer regarded as a 
sustainable or workable model for higher education in Australia (A. Anderson 
1991).12
 
 
Responses to Government plans to bring about structural changes 
Notwithstanding the support that the Government received regarding its view that the 
higher education system was in need of reform and that any reforms should take 
cognisance of the need to address economic imperatives, there was much 
consternation about the strategies which the Government employed. The enormity of 
the impact of the dismantling of the binary system and the creation of the UNS was 
evident in the number of (i) articles which appeared in the popular press and in a 
range of academic publications and scholarly journals and (ii) presentations at public 
forums, which discussed the topic. Vice-chancellors (for example, Aitkin 1990, 1991, 
quoted by Maslen & Slattery 1994 p. 243; AVCC quoted by Maslen The Age March 
29 1990 p. 11; Larkins 1991; Maloney 1990; McNicol 1989; Penington 1989, 1991; 
                                                          
11 A. Anderson also commented that during 1970s and 1980s there was little evidence of any 
significant interest in blending institutions ‘except for some boutique amalgamations’ (1991 p. 4) such 
as the amalgamation of Wollongong University and the Wollongong Institute of Education. 
12 As with the trend to link higher education with concerns about countries’ fiscal well-being, similar 
developments regarding the converging of separate institutions were apparent elsewhere, for example, 
in Britain, Germany, USSR, China and to a lesser extent the Netherlands (A. Anderson 1991 p. 1). 
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Ward n.d., quoted by Maslen & Slattery 1994 p. 17); academic commentators (for 
example, Bessant 1995; Considine 1988, 1994; Harrold 1990; Marginson 1989, 1990, 
1991, 1993; Maslen & Slattery 1994; Smart 1989, 1990; Ross 1991); politicians (for 
example, Baldwin 1991; Kemp 1991); government advisers (for example, Ashendon 
n.d., quoted by Maslen & Slattery 1994 pp. 16-17; Karmel n.d., quoted by Maslen & 
Slattery 1994 p. 17); and, public servants (for example, Allen 1989, cited by HEC & 
NBEET 1989 pp. 37-39; D. Anderson 1991, 1992 quoted by C. Jones; Marginson 
1989 p. 14; Ramsey 1989; Sloan, Baker, Blandy, Robertson & Brummitt 1991 p. 3) 
contributed to the debate that was described as having ‘intensity’ (A. Anderson 1991 
p. 2) and being ‘heated’ (Marginson & Considine 2000 p. 31) 13
 
. The significance of 
the requirement to amalgamate and concern about the implications for participating 
institutions was conveyed by A. Anderson (1991) who wrote: 
To say that the academic landscape was disturbed by the appointment of … Dawkins to the 
Education portfolio is a severe understatement. …. [Dawkins’ documents] set in motion major 
changes in higher education which have transformed the academic topography to such an 
extent that, on a national level it bears little resemblance to the structure which had prevailed 
for so long.  … The implications of the Dawkins’ scheme are far reaching and in many 
respects quite dramatic. (pp. 1-2) 
 
The pre-UNS institutional cultural divide 
In keeping with their dissimilar broad missions referred to above, universities and 
CAEs from the outset had established different attributes and ways of functioning. 
Writing on the topic of mergers and amalgamations among binary system institutions, 
Lysons (1990 p. 297) noted, ‘… each type of institution has salient characteristics 
underpinning their organisational culture’. Two areas of difference that were 
immediately apparent, and which are of concern to this investigation, were the 
disparities between the professional experiences and qualifications of the academic 
staff employed by universities and those employed by CAEs.   
 
As to professional experience, by 1988 academics employed in Australian universities 
typically had either a “teaching and research” role or a “research only” role14
                                                          
13 In 1990 Harrold (p. 189) described his personal response with this emotional declaration, ‘It is hard 
to believe that the publication date of the Green Paper on Higher Education was December 1987 … 
There has been such upheaval, turbulence and turmoil in the last two years that it is difficult to reflect 
on any of the massive changes with clarity and detachment.’. 
. Waters 
14 ‘In 1986 there were about 11,700 equivalent-full-time academic staff in Australian universities 
appointed to “teaching and research” positions and about 2,600 in “research only” positions’ (Lindsay 
& Neumann 1987 p. 435).   
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(1979) described the teaching patterns of those in teaching and research roles as 
largely: 
… focussed on ‘pure’ subjects and professional socialisation rather than ‘applied’ disciplines 
and vocational training … . (p. 43) 
 
while Lindsay and Neumann (1987) pointed out: 
 
[A]long with teaching, research is regarded as part of the expected duties and contracted 
obligation to the university. Indeed, research has become the central activity in academic work 
and is the key factor in staff promotion decisions. (p. 434) 
 
In addition to conducting research, university academics, regardless of whether they 
were in a teaching and research role or a research only role, were expected to 
supervise and provide other support to postgraduate research students studying for 
Master’s and doctoral degrees. The significance of this aspect of university 
academics’ role, that is, as research trainer, was underscored by Lindsay and 
Neumann (1987) who wrote: 
 
The direct contribution of university research to the national welfare is at least matched in 
importance by its contribution through training the next generation of researchers .... . In 
Australia, PhD … theses are expected to make a distinct and original contribution to 
knowledge, so that while they are engaged in learning how to do research, higher degree 
students make an important contribution to university research output. (p. 436)  
      
In contrast, by far the majority of CAE staff were employed to teach in programs with 
an applied or vocational focus and were not expected to do research. Only a very 
small number, usually within the subgroup of institutes of technology, were involved 
in applied research and consulting activities. Any participation in research, however, 
was greatly limited by the ‘tight constraints of government policy’ (Lindsay & 
Neumann 1987 p. 443). The following extracts from the CTEC (1986) report into 
Efficiency and Effectiveness in Higher Education provide some insight into the 
prevailing views on the professional responsibilities of CAE staff of those advising 
the Government up until just prior to the policy reform announcement, when CTEC 
was disbanded (A. Anderson 1991; Dawkins 1988). With respect to research and 
research training, the Committee noted:  
 
Both universities and CAEs undertake research but research and research training are primary 
functions of universities which are recognised in Commonwealth funding of higher education. 
(CTEC 1986 p. 45) 
 
That they thought the status quo should be maintained regarding research was clear: 
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The Committee considers it is neither in the interests of Australia nor Australian higher 
education to extend research funding to all institutions in the advanced higher education 
sector. (CTEC 1986 p. 200) 
 
The Committee is of the view that the CTEC should continue not to include provision for 
research funding in the general recurrent grants for CAEs. The Committee recognises the 
difficulty of building up a research infrastructure in CAEs. Nevertheless, the Committee 
considers that CAEs should continue to allow their staff to participate in research activities 
where this is consistent with the institution’s role and academic responsibilities.  (CTEC 1986 
p. 201) 
 
On the question of whether CAE staff should be involved in research training, the 
Committee discouraged their participation:  
 
Doctoral programs may be approved for Commonwealth funding in CAEs where the subject 
area is not available in a university in the relevant State or region, the staff and facilities to 
support an award of an appropriate standard are available, and the number of students is 
sufficient to permit an educationally and financially viable course. (CTEC 1986 p. 26) 
 
In accordance with its views on research activities and research training activities in CAEs, 
the Committee does not support any general provision of doctoral programs by CAEs. It 
considers that this would be an uneconomic use of limited resources. The Committee therefore 
considers that Commonwealth funding should continue to be unavailable for any doctoral 
programs in CAEs which, in the opinion of the CTEC involve unnecessary duplication of 
existing university programs. (CTEC 1986 p. 202) 
 
A Government commissioned investigation (D. Anderson 1993), undertaken in the 
early 1990s, into the highest qualifications of academics employed in Australian 
tertiary institutions found, as would be expected given the different emphasis placed 
on research in universities and in CAEs, that in 1992 university staff were more 
highly qualified with 83 per cent having a higher degree compared with 62 per cent in 
colleges.15 The study also reported that among staff with higher degree qualifications, 
there were significant institutional differences in the percentages holding doctoral 
degrees and those holding Master’s degrees. In universities 67 per cent held a 
doctorate and 16 per cent a Master’s; while in colleges, 26 per cent held a doctorate 
and 36 per cent a Master’s (D. Anderson16
                                                          
15 Data were collected on all academic staff employed at lecturer level and above. Whilst some 
amalgamations had occurred prior to the study being undertaken, the researchers ascertained staffs’ 
pre-amalgamation status of  “university” or “college” academic. 
 p. 3, also see Allen 1991 p. 56). Those 
staff of CAEs who lacked formal higher degree qualifications earned in universities, 
were likely to have secured employment in a tertiary institution on the basis of their 
demonstrated, ‘practical and vocational qualifications of an experiential character’ 
(Waters 1979 p. 42). 
16 The study included an exploration of trends in the qualifications of academic staff in Australian 
universities and CAEs between 1977 and 1992. 
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UNS academic staff qualifications – a contested area 
For institutions seeking to secure their place in the UNS, which for many meant being 
involved in amalgamations, the question of the ‘post-Dawkins’ roles of academic staff 
and of qualifications commensurate with those roles soon became a contentious issue, 
along with myriad other concerns, as administrators attempted to come to grips with 
the task of managing ‘cross-sectoral marriages’ (Meek 1988 p. 335). 17
 
 Administrators 
were, however, only one group with a serious interest in and concerns over the 
determination of an appropriate level of qualification. Various stakeholders were 
keenly aware of the significance of how they positioned themselves in the debate. To 
varying degrees they were concerned about the implication for: the Government’s 
economic and social aspirations; institutional viability and reputation both nationally 
and internationally; and, staffs’ careers and personal well-being. 
The Government’s position  From the outset, there were strong indications that the 
Government’s view was that a research degree may not necessarily be a requirement 
or a preferred credential for employment in a newly “revamped” Australian 
university. Commenting on key recommendations in Dawkins’ original reform 
document Higher Education: A Policy Discussion Paper, Smart (1990 p. 15) noted 
there was ‘the implicit suggestion that not all university academics should expect to 
have a research role’. Inherent in this was the further implication that evidence of staff 
having research training may not be necessary.  That this was the Government’s 
position was reinforced over time in a number of forums and by a number of 
                                                          
17 A critical factor underpinning these concerns was that administrators were required to adjust to the 
mechanisms of the UNS which introduced a new, unfamiliar mix of de-regulatory and regulatory 
measures. Among the de-regulatory initiatives were moves to allow universities to charge fees to 
foreign students and for universities to develop and market new postgraduate programs, such as MBAs 
and professional doctorates. This gave institutions the opportunity to introduce postgraduate 
coursework degrees which were principally aimed at retraining and upgrading the professional 
qualifications of those already in the workforce (Dawkins 1988; Maslen & Slattery 1994; 
NBEET1989). Responding to these “opportunities” required staff to both (i) be suitably qualified 
academically and (ii) demonstrate “corporate” and “entrepreneurial” skills which were previously 
uncalled for. In addition, the introduction of institutional profiles placed a demand on universities to 
explain how and where their income was used. In effect, the role of universities’ vice-chancellors was 
transforming from one with foci on ‘education and scholarly goals’ (Marginson & Considine 2000 p. 
12) to one where they behaved as ‘chief executives of large corporations’ (Maslen & Slattery 1994 p. 
24). Simultaneously, senior administrators were required to respond more rigorously than previously 
to: the shift from elite to a mass higher education philosophy; issues related to access and affirmative 
action; the facilitation of credit transfer; the provision of external studies programs; the use of rapidly 
evolving education technologies; and, the creation of links to other sectors. These goals were to be 
achieved in an environment where ‘a condition of the [amalgamations and] mergers was commonly 
that existing staff must not be disadvantaged’ (Baker, Robertson, Doube & Carne 1994 p. 46).    
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individuals and agencies. For example, through the National Board of Employment, 
Education and Training (NBEET), the Higher Education Council (HEC)18
Institutions will need to realise that the roles of academics will not all be the same. Some staff 
will concentrate, perhaps exclusively, on research, some on teaching and some will be 
occupied with both. (HEC & NBEET 1990 p.18)     
 noted with 
respect to academic roles:   
 
which in turn led to the recommendation that institutions will need to: 
 
… resolve whether the traditional ‘apprenticeship’ for academic staff, through some form of 
research degree, after Honours, is essential for staff in every discipline, or whether effective 
academics can be qualified in different ways according to their career preferences and the 
system’s needs. (p. 22)    
 
In addition, in early 1991, Baldwin, as Minister for Higher Education and 
Employment Services, responded informally to the Government commissioned report 
titled Study of the Labour Market for Academics19
 
 at a workshop hosted by the 
University of Melbourne and the Australian National University, by saying:       
[A]n adequate supply of suitably qualified academic staff is essential if the higher education 
system is to perform its teaching and research functions at a high standard.  ... [T]he NILS 
assumption … in need of a closer look, is that higher degrees are essential for all academic 
recruits  … seems to me to be a sweeping assumption … I do not believe that we should 
assume too readily that the qualifications of academics need to be improved certainly as 
dramatically as NILS suggests. (Baldwin 1991 pp. 33-35) 
 
He commented separately on the implications for new staff and for existing staff of 
the authors’ underpinning assumption that to increase the overall percentage of 
academics holding higher degrees was a shared long-term objective among those with 
an interest in the outcomes of the review. As for existing staff, he specifically noted 
the report made the ‘point that there is pressure on staff from the former CAE sector 
to upgrade their qualifications’ (p. 35) and queried whether such pressure was 
desirable, cautioning that there would be likely consequences for the Government and 
for the universities when he asked rhetorically, ‘Should we raise the qualifications in 
the academic workforce and if so, what are the implications for Governments and 
                                                          
18 The principal advisory body to the Minister for Employment, Education and Training, NBEET, was 
established by Dawkins in 1988 (p. 12).  HEC was the body through which NBEET provided advice on 
national issues and priorities in higher education. Although NBEET was described as an ‘independent 
advisory body’ (HEC & NBEET 1990 p. i), in the debates that followed the release of Dawkins’ Policy 
Statement, critics argued for example, ‘the whole NBEET structure has been deliberately crafted …. to 
be understaffed, tokenistic and ineffectual’ (Smart 1990 p. 14).  Indeed, in the letter of transmittal for 
its report Higher Education the Challenges Ahead, the Chair, Ramsey, noted that the work of the 
Council had ‘been shaped by the White Paper’, suggesting that their role was to support, not question, 
the Government’s plans for revolutionising Australia’s higher education system.   
19 This report was prepared by the National Institute of Labour Studies (NILS); it was known as the 
“NILS report”. It predicted a serious shortage of academic staff in the decade between 1991 and 2001, 
as did Allen (1989), Maslen (1990) and Wilson (1990, quoted by Totaro 1990). 
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institutions?’ (p. 35). 
 
The vice-chancellors’ position  The vice-chancellors reacted strongly against such 
suggestions. For example, in their Report for the 1992-94 Triennium titled 
Foundations for a “Clever Country”, together they noted: 
 
The AVCC rejects any suggestion that the qualifications of university staff should be diluted 
through redefinition of the concept of academic work or the preparation for such work. While 
it is acknowledged that not all teaching staff may require research training, the AVCC regards 
it as essential that teaching staff in Australian higher education should have postgraduate or 
other appropriate experience. This is imperative if the quality of teaching and research, and the 
consequent standards of Australian graduates, are to be maintained. The teaching of 
postgraduate students necessarily requires teachers with higher degrees and suitable 
experience. It should be recognised that the adoption of the PhD as something close to a 
licence to practice in many fields reflects the expansion and professionalism of knowledge. As 
the numbers of postgraduate students increase there is a corresponding requirement for 
increased numbers of highly trained staff. In these circumstances it would be disturbing if 
universities were asked to consider retreating from threshold standards. (AVCC 1991 p.16) 
 
Maintaining this position on their expectations regarding academics’ credentials, the 
AVCC continued, ‘Demographic evidence unequivocally demonstrates a serious 
shortage of adequately qualified staff for universities which is estimated at 20,000 
qualified persons over the next two triennia’ (1991 p. 13). They further drew attention 
specifically to the need for staff with appropriate credentials for contributing to 
research training on the basis of there being more demand at the postgraduate level in 
consequence of (i) the flow-on effects of increasing participation rates at the 
undergraduate level and (ii) the expectation that universities would be more 
responsive to the needs of industry and business20
 
. With respect to existing staff, they 
noted in particular that the NILS report found: 
The requirements for additional staff over the next decade are substantial and these 
requirements will not be able to be met from the flow of Australian-produced higher degree 
graduates. (AVCC 1991 p. 13) 
 
Although overseas recruitment offered an alternative source of appropriately qualified 
academic staff (Allen 1991; D. Anderson 1993; AVCC 1991; Baker, Robertson, 
Doube & Carne 1994; Marginson 1991; Sloan et al. 1991)21
                                                          
20 This claim was made against the background of the Review of Efficiency and Effectiveness in Higher 
Education finding, ‘There are … those who criticise the quality or outcomes of university research’ 
(CTEC 1986 p. 141) and Dawkins specifically stating, ‘The Government’s intension is to enhance the 
total research capacity of the higher education system in recognition of its key contribution to our 
social, cultural and economic goals (1988 p. 9).  
, the AVCC, as did 
21 Several authors recognised a number of obstacles, some of which overlapped, to this as a solution. 
For example: (i) the AVCC in noting that countries world-wide were expanding their higher education 
systems, also pointed out, ‘This will mean international recruiting will itself become more competitive 
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Baldwin (1991), included in their discussion the potential for existing staff, 
particularly those from the former CAE sector, to recredential. They drew attention to 
developments in the discussions then underway on appropriate remuneration for 
academic work (Marginson 1989) and the stress the Government was putting on the 
need for academics to participate in ongoing professional development, noting there 
was an: 
 
… identified need for updating and upgrading staff qualifications in the former advanced 
education sector in line with award restructuring, and Government emphasis on the need for 
skills updating.  (AVCC 1991 p. 13)  
 
The emergence of a dominant culture  In an environment where there were clearly 
powerful and influential groups holding strong, opposing opinions and lobbying 
forcefully for the adoption of practices that were consistent with their agendas, it is 
interesting to reflect briefly on factors which resulted in the prevailing culture of 
universities inexorably dominating that of CAEs, despite Dawkins having expressed 
explicitly from the beginning his expectation, ‘[T]he consolidation of existing 
institutions should preserve and enhance the strengths of the constituent parts’ 
(Dawkin 1988 p. 41).22
 
 It appears that the abstract notions of kudos and status, in 
concert with the pragmatics of funding and power, were particularly influential 
factors. 
Reflecting on the hierarchical position of CAEs in comparison to universities prior to 
1988, Waters noted (1979 p. 44), ‘They were faced with a relatively inferior prestigial 
situation …’, while Maslen and Slattery (1994 p. 7) commented, ‘The two groups 
were supposed to be equal but different yet the universities had the status …’ and 
Smart (1990 p. 11) declared, ‘[T]he … binary system for 25 years … distinguished 
                                                                                                                                                                      
and postgraduates from our own system will be subjected to overseas recruitment themselves (1991 p. 
5); (ii) Nieuwenhuysen argued that while international academics may have been attracted to Australia 
in the 1970s the situation had changed and ‘academic salaries in the eighties have lagged behind those 
in various markets of which university personnel are a part’ (1985 p. 74, also see AVCC 1991 p. 15;  
Marginson 1991 pp. 64, 65); (iii) although Anderson’s (1993) discussion has a different focus, he does 
alert readers to there being some disciplines, such as the humanities and social sciences, wherein it 
might be preferable to recruit academics ‘whose formative socialisation was in Australia’ (p. 27; also 
see Baker et al. 1994); and, (iv) in 1991 the AVCC drew attention to ‘immigration rules and regulations 
which  prevent some overseas postgraduate students from remaining in Australia to apply for academic 
positions’ and requested that these rules and regulations be reviewed (AVCC 1991 p. v).  
22 These comments were made in an environment where there were tacit understandings that, in human 
resource terms, a strength of the CAE sector was staff who were committed, caring teachers (A. 
Anderson 1991), while in comparison, the reputation of university staff was more focussed on their 
being committed, successful researchers and research trainers (Lindsay & Neumann 1987). 
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between the research and postgraduate roles of universities and the more or less 
second-class vocational and undergraduate mission of colleges of advanced 
education’. That kudos and status were important factors in determining which culture 
would emerge as the dominant one after 1988 was a phenomenon which drew 
comment from a number of those who observed the escalating trend of institutions to 
encourage staff without such qualifications to enrol in postgraduate programs. For 
example: 
  
There is already clear evidence that the former colleges are aspiring to the trappings of 
university status, including research involvement and professorial status, and it is inevitable 
that there will be strong social pressure to raise the level of qualifications of academic staff. 
This will have two consequences: greater emphasis on doctoral qualifications in initial 
appointments, and increased proportions of staff currently employed who are undertaking 
higher degree studies. (Allen 1991 p. 56) 
 
It seems that universities have and will continue to dominate the mergers and amalgamations 
within higher education. They are the ones running the agenda … . The universities have 
credibility on their side since they are generally perceived by the wider community as higher 
status institutions than Institutes and CAEs. The universities have traditionally occupied the 
high ground in higher education and have put forward the higher qualifications of their 
academics, … and their research profiles to bolster their position. … The universities will 
exercise dominance over the subsumed colleges by progressively curtailing the autonomy of 
those institutions. The collective effort will be refocussed to reflect the policies and objects as 
formulated by the university. (A. Anderson 1991 p. 9) 
 
In concert with this, the new universities were positioning themselves to survive in a 
system of reconceptualised (i) Government and institutional roles and responsibilities 
and (ii) mechanisms for funding disbursement, which simultaneously gave institutions 
increased autonomy while demanding greater accountability (Marginson & Considine 
2000). Dawkins (1988) explained how the reforms would be operationalised and how 
funds would be distributed, thus: 
 
The Government will … ensure that institutions are free to manage their own resources 
without unnecessary intervention, while at the same time remaining clearly accountable for 
their decisions and actions. … Institutions will be free to establish their own priorities and 
develop their strengths … and introduce more flexible staffing arrangements … . (p. 10)  
 
Institutions will be able to compete for teaching and research resources on the basis of 
institutional merit and capacity. Teaching will remain the predominant activity of all 
institutions, whereas research activity will vary according to demonstrated capacity.  … Only 
those [institutions] with a demonstrated research capacity will be funded for research across 
the broad range of their programs. (p.28) 
 
These early broad-brush pronouncements by the Government converged to impact 
significantly on the outcome of the debate over appropriate academic staff 
qualifications in favour of ‘the traditional views of academic employment and 
promotions [which placed] less emphasis on teaching than on research’ (Baker et al. 
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1994 p. 77; also see Simpson 1990 pp. 8, 9). Dawkins’ (1988 p. 10, see above) 
declaration regarding institutional freedom to ‘manage their own resources without 
unnecessary intervention’ meant that the Government was able to retreat from the 
specific debate over staff roles and credentials and leave the responsibility for 
determining what would be appropriate to individual institution’s administrators. In a 
competitive funding environment where resources would be allocated for research ‘on 
the basis of … demonstrated research capacity’ (Dawkins 1988 p. 28, see above), it 
was clear that institutions would need both infrastructure23
 
 and staff with doctoral 
degrees to qualify for this component of available money. In simple, direct language 
Blandy (1991 p. 14), conveyed the stark reality of the situation, which meant 
institutions had little choice on the matter of appropriate qualifications standards, with 
the comment, ‘It is difficult to see how they can have strong postgraduate programs 
without the staff having postgraduate degrees themselves’. 
A. Anderson (1991) summarised the situation in this way: 
 
Dawkins has articulated government policy in terms of a Unified National System (UNS) of higher 
education which in essence means that the Colleges of Advanced Education (CAE’s) are to be 
subsumed into a higher education system characterised by the university organisational model of 
organisation. (p. 1) 
 
Contemporary commentators’ concerns  Whilst the Government, its agencies, 
individual vice-chancellors and their Committee focussed their remarks on the impact 
at the national and institutional levels, a small number of writers showed concerns for 
what the implications might be for those who would bear the major consequences of 
decisions made by others regarding the levels of appropriate qualifications for 
academics employed by Australian universities, particularly those whose working life 
had previously been embedded in the culture of the binary CAEs. In his working 
paper titled Life After Dawkins: The Challenges and Opportunities of a University 
Model for Colleges of Advanced Education, writing in late 1991, drawing on the work 
of Mahony (1990) and Sloper (1985), A. Anderson indicated he believed the notion 
that existing CAE staff, who did not hold postgraduate qualifications, would be 
required to embark on further studies was a fait accompli when he wrote: 
 
Colleges involved in mergers and amalgamations will need to mobilize policies to upgrade the 
academic profile of their various faculties. Indications are that the standard profile of a 
                                                          
23 For example, in the form of equipment and laboratories. 
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university should include 60-80% of academic staff with a relevant PhD and research 
experience. (p. 10)  
 
In anticipation that these staff would be faced increasingly with this expectation, he 
made the following comments suggesting that not all staff affected by the decision 
would necessarily feel at ease with their situation:  
 
[The matter of s]taffing brings to light some other critical issues in the debate. Should college 
academics some of whom have been employed within higher education for twenty years or 
more be required to adapt to a new model with its emphasis on higher qualifications and an 
active research profile? What options will be available to them? Not all people are equally 
endowed with respect to … research … skills … Should individuals be allowed to focus on 
those things with which they are comfortable? Is a teaching only career an attractive option 
within the new university structures or will this become a life sentence of undergraduate 
drudgery? (p. 10)   
 
Within two years of A. Anderson articulating his concerns, it was clear that the 
movement toward existing staff upgrading their qualifications had consolidated when 
D. Anderson (1993), in a report prepared under the aegis of the Evaluations and 
Investigations Program, predicted:  
 
[An] increase in college staff with doctorates … is likely to accelerate in the future as college 
staff, now part of universities, feel the need of a doctorate for career advancement. Applicants, 
even those seeking posts in departments where teaching remains the central activity, are likely 
to find themselves in a culture where doctoral qualifications are preferred. This process is 
encouraged by the Staff Development Fund, which is supporting, among other things, 
upgrading of qualifications and PhD bursaries.  (p. 26)  
 
That existing staff needing to upgrade their qualifications did not necessarily find the 
‘encouragement’ provided by the bureaucracy appealing was evident in Baker et al.’s 
(1994) revelations: 
 
While resignations were generally not related to the mergers, some early retirements 
apparently were. There were several instances of academics taking early retirement primarily 
because they could not cope with changed expectations which had arisen as a result of the new 
research emphasis in their departments. (p. 30)  
 
In describing the findings of their investigation into Staffing Issues in the Australian 
Higher Education Sector, Baker et al. (1994) revealed the vigour with which 
universities had begun to pursue improving their staff credential profile: 
 
All departments from the former CAE sector and combined departments were trying to 
upgrade the qualifications profile of existing staff. Numerous former CAE staff without PhDs 
were doing them, and some staff who were perceived to have no chance of getting a PhD were 
being encouraged to retire early. (p. 56)  
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At a more general level, it is pertinent to note that many writers when referring to the 
phenomenon of staff professional development being in the form of recredentialing 
used pejorative terms such as, ‘enormous pressure’, ‘much pressure’, ‘placed 
pressure’, ‘felt threatened and inadequate’, ‘were not interested in developing their 
research expertise’ and ‘under pressure’ rather than phrases that have more positive 
connotations such as: ‘valuable opportunity’, ‘rewarding’ and ‘fulfilling potential’. 
For example: 
 
[I]n the former college sector … there is enormous pressure on people to upgrade their 
qualifications. The institutions we examined, particularly VUT and Charles Sturt, had very 
ambitious plans for postgraduate training, one of the strongest areas of growth they anticipate. 
… Therefore there is much pressure on the staff in those institutions to upgrade their 
qualifications to higher degrees in order to lend credibility to their higher degree programs. 
(Blandy 1991 p. 14) 
 
The requirement put in place with the mergers that departments from the former CAE sector 
and the former CAE staff joining former university departments should develop a stronger 
research emphasis placed pressure on existing staff who did not have PhDs ... [Often] 
teaching-oriented staff felt inadequate and threatened by the new requirement to do research.   
… [C]urrent staff of most former CAE departments had very little research experience, and 
some were not interested in developing their research expertise, although heads of these 
departments said that research was an increasing priority. (Baker et al. 1994 pp. 56, 57, 58)  
 
[T]here are plenty examples of staff who, appointed to teaching and service aligned 
departments and institutions in the days of the binary system, now find themselves under 
pressure to acquire research qualifications. (Ramsden 1998 p. 183)    
 
In each of these examples, it is not only clear that the prospect of embarking on 
further studies in their mid or late-career for many former CAE employees was 
burdensome, but that the interests and needs of the institutions were overriding those 
of the individual staff members, regardless of what the staff’s past24 and potential 
future contributions might be in the field as a teacher.25
 
 
In addition to underqualified staff from former CAEs, there were two other sub-
groups of academics who, as the 1990s progressed, also came under increasingly 
intense pressure to gain a doctoral degree. These were (i) those academic staff 
employed in the pre-Dawkins universities who held a Master’s or lesser qualification, 
                                                          
24 In 1991, Sloan et al. reported that in 1988 ‘[t]he most common age of academics was between 40 and 
44 years of age’ (p. vi).  
25 Baker et al. (1994), when reporting the findings of their study, which involved gathering data 
through survey questionnaires and case study interviews noted, ‘Teaching ability and experience did 
not figure large in the heads’ assessments of desired qualifications. This may be a reflection of the 
requirement and pressure on departments and staff from the former CAE sector to increase their 
research profile and efforts’ (p. 77). 
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which as indicated above, comprised 33 per cent of all academics employed in those 
institutions (D. Anderson 1993 p. 3) and (ii) those who were employed as academics 
after 1988 despite (a) their lack of a doctoral degree and (b) senior administrators 
(AVCC 1991) and heads of department (Baker et al. 1994) expressing their preference 
for staff having a doctorate. The explanation for this anomaly was that in some 
disciplines there was a shortage of more highly credentialed applicants (Baker et al. 
1994)26
 
Number of mid and late-career academics who are potential participants in 
doctoral education 
. Although the plight of these two sub-groups of academics did not receive the 
same attention in the literature as did that of former CAE academics, it can reasonably 
be assumed that many of them would have felt similarly anxious about the changing 
values and focus of the work environment in academia, which for some meant they 
were confronted with revised expectations regarding their academic qualifications, 
and for others their appointment was conditional upon them undertaking to complete a 
doctoral degree as soon as possible.  
While data on the numbers of academic staff in Australia who are currently enrolled 
in doctoral programs have not been gathered systematically at the institutional27 or 
system levels (Waugh 2003), there is some indicative information available from the 
Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) on the numbers who do not 
currently hold a doctoral qualification.28
                                                          
26 Baker et al. (1994) found that while this phenomenon was not system-wide, owing to the occupation 
consisting of a series of  “sub-markets” wherein the individuals in different disciplines held varying 
levels of qualifications, at the time the researchers were writing, it was the case for new growth areas 
(for example, accounting) and areas where competition from non-academic employment opportunities 
in the private sector was high (for example, economics and law). Baker et al. also reported, ‘There is a 
marking down of the required qualification level as … the appointment level declines’ and  ‘while over 
90 per cent of appointments at Professor level hold a PhD or higher … 13 per cent of those in Lecturer 
A positions hold a PhD or higher’ (p. vii). These findings led them to conclude, ‘By contrast to the 
situation in the United States where holding a PhD is virtually obligatory for entry into the higher 
education academic occupation, entry into the higher education labour market in Australia has not yet 
been subject to such strict norms’ and note ‘Indeed, variations in the qualifications of new recruits 
across disciplines have been common  … within the Australian academic labour market’ (p. 6) and ‘At 
any one time some disciplines face propitious recruitment opportunities while others have difficulty in 
recruiting those of minimum acceptable quality’ (p. 44).   
 In 2003, Australia-wide only just over 50 per 
27 Responses to a telephone survey conducted, by the researcher, between 8/1/2004 and 6/2/2004 of 
over 50 per cent of  the 37Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee member, publicly funded 
universities indicate, while such information may be available at a departmental or school level, it is 
not available at a faculty or institutional level. 
28 This information is not comprehensive however as DEST excludes sessional staff from their 
statistical analyses of academic staff characteristics. The number provided by DEST is likely to 
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cent (i.e. 18,026) of Australia’s full-time and fractional full-time 35,867 academic 
staff were on record as holding a doctoral qualification; hence, the number of current 
academic staff who could potentially be combining work and doctoral studies now 
and in the near future is close to 18,000 (DEST 2003a). Further, with respect to age 
distribution patterns among academic staff in Australian Universities, fewer than 16 
per cent (i.e. 5,549) are 34 years of age or less while almost 85 per cent (30,318) are 
35 years of age or more. With respect to academic staff seniority classification, of the 
30,318 academic staff aged 35 years or more, over 46 per cent (i.e. 14,050) are 
classified at level A or B, and 20 per cent (i.e. 8,519) are classified as senior lecturers 
(DEST 2003b). These staff, which comprise approximately 66 per cent of all 
academic staff, have little prospect of promotion to more senior levels without a 
doctoral qualification in the present higher education climate in Australia. Thus, the 
investigation undertaken is potentially relevant to a significant number and proportion 
of academic staff and their families.  
 
Concerns driving the current investigation 
This study builds on concerns, expressed by early commentators, regarding the effects 
on existing academic staff of the, often previously unanticipated, system-wide drive 
for them to gain doctoral qualifications in consequence of structural and 
administrative changes which occurred in the late 1980s. It is linked to A. Anderson’s  
1991 summary, that there were dramatic consequences in response to, and prediction, 
that there would be long term effects arising from, the Dawkins’ reforms for those 
involved in the provision of higher education in Australia. A. Anderson wrote: 
 
To date the policy has generated considerable turbulence within higher education. This 
turbulence will not subside for a considerable period as players try to assemble themselves so 
as to be in conformity with the thorny overtures of the Federal Government. (p. 3) 
 
That a specific longer term outcome for ‘players’ was that institutions continued to 
pressure academics without a doctorate to gain one ‘so as to be in conformity’ with 
expectations on them was highlighted by Ramsden in 1998 (p. 178), 10 years after 
Dawkins’ policy announcement, when he asserted, ‘Nowadays, every academic is 
expected to become “research qualified”.’.  
  
                                                                                                                                                                      
significantly under represent the true extent of the numbers involved given the current trend for 
departments to employ a significant number of staff on sessional contracts.     
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The study investigates the personal consequences for academics, employed in 
Australian universities, who have enrolled in doctoral programs in response to 
institutional requirements. In particular, the study focusses on the effects on these 
academics’ family life. This focus is encapsulated in the research question: What is 
the interplay between the experience of doctoral education and candidates’ familial 
relationships when candidates are mid and late-career academics employed in 
Australian universities?       
 
Summary of dissertation structure 
This first chapter has provided a brief overview of developments in Australian higher 
education in the past twenty years that have resulted in many current academic staff, 
who are now in the mid or late-career phases of their working life, undertaking 
doctoral studies. Chapter 2 presents a review of literature relevant to the experiences 
of those who undertake doctoral studies when they have family commitments and/or 
career responsibilities. Integrated into this review is a critical analysis of (i) the extent 
to which researchers, to-date, have drawn on and/or developed theory to explain their 
findings and (ii) their approach to data collection and analysis. These discussions 
provide the background for (i) Chapter 3 in which the theoretical framework for this 
investigation is presented and (ii) Chapter 4 in which the methodology and qualitative 
methods used to collect data for this investigation and the techniques used for their 
analysis are described. In Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 the findings are presented according 
to the perspectives of the four categories of participants. An overview of the main 
findings is given in Chapter 9, and Chapter 10 presents the investigation’s outcomes, 
conclusions and recommendations. 
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Chapter 2   A journey through uncharted waters for candidates and 
their families 
 
‘ … a Ph.D. [graduate], like a classical hero, is worshipped for having been through Hades and 
out again’ (Barzun 1968 p. 92n). 
 
Introduction 
Chapter 1 has established the broad policy, educational and cultural context for the 
general question this investigation sought to address. Concomitant with that 
background briefing, this Chapter first explores, with a more precise focus, the 
possible reasons mid and late-career academics employed by Australian universities, 
and now regarded as under-qualified, are likely to be especially prone to the feelings 
of disquiet expressed by early commentators (for example, A. Anderson 1991), about 
the prospect of undertaking study for a doctoral degree. In keeping with Hart’s (1998) 
comments on topic justification, originality and validity, it is intended that this 
discussion will provide readers with (i) further insight into the particular 
circumstances of this cohort and (ii) justification for their being the focus of a discrete 
investigation into the doctoral student / career academic / family member experience. 
 
The discussion then turns to reflect on the empirical research literature to-date which 
has been useful in shaping the way this researcher approached this study. While the 
discussion is structured around themes that have been explored in the past that are  
‘[u]seful in defining the parameters, dimensions and scope of what is to be 
investigated’ (Hart 1998 p. 29), it also provides a foundation for comprehensive 
discussions of the theoretical framework chosen to underpin the study and the 
methodology adopted which are presented in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively.  
 
Towards an appreciation of factors which could contribute to the disquiet mid 
and late-career academics experience over expectations that they study for a 
doctorate  
A challenge for all doctoral students 
Hockey (1994 p. 178) describes the early phases of a PhD as crucial as ‘it is within 
that time that students initially encounter and experience intellectual and social 
processes at their maximum point of novelty, and in turn, possible difficulty’, and 
comments further that the PhD in general is a ‘long and arduous process’. Many 
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others, with reference to the PhD and to doctoral studies in general (for example, 
Feldman 1974 p. 125; Gilbert 1982 p. 130; Golde 1998; Riddle 2000 p. 43; Rohr, 
Rohr & McKenry 1985 pp. 56, 58; Scheinkman 1988 p. 353; Shanfield & Benjamin 
1985 p. 65; Sori, Wetchler, Rose & Niedner 1996 pp. 259, 260), affirm Hockey’s 
assertion. Such are the demands of study at the doctoral level, Gerstein and Russell 
(1990 p. 128) describe the experience as a ‘major life crisis’ and Scheinkman (1988 p. 
323) wrote of postgraduate study, ‘This is a period of transition and great 
vulnerability’, and ‘Typically… [post]graduate students and their spouses experience 
both the transition into graduate school and the demands of their programs as major 
sources of stress.’.  Polson and Nida (1998 p. 96) add, ‘Patterns of maladaptive coping 
eventually may lead students to experience personal crises.’. Attesting to the personal 
impact, across the disciplines, of committing to a significant intellectual task that is 
demanding in terms of difficulty and time required, Anderson and Swazey (1998 p. 9) 
found that as many as 42 per cent of the sociology, science and engineering doctoral 
students they surveyed were bothered ‘always or usually’ that their studies interfered 
with their personal lives. 
 
Particular challenges for the cohort of this investigation  
While it is clear from these accounts that many, and probably most, enrolees in 
doctoral studies that follow western academic traditions face sustained challenges for 
the duration of their candidature, additional cohort-specific factors converge (Riddle 
2000) to explain why mid and late-career academics employed in Australian 
universities may find the prospect of enrolment, and then subsequent participation, 
particularly unsettling. These factors are related to aspects of both their professional 
and personal identities. 
 
Professional identities    As to their professional identities, first, as discussed (see 
Chapter 1), many find themselves undertaking doctoral studies in response to 
institutional pressures, rather than because of a desire to acquire research skills, and 
subsequently to develop the research capacity of postgraduate students. For example, 
both informal and formal pressures may be felt by academic staff without doctorates 
regarding a need to undertake study. At the informal level, staff may feel covert or 
overt collegiate pressure to enrol in a doctoral program so as to be seen to be ‘serious’ 
about one’s career and to enhance one’s credibility within academia in general. The 
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findings of a study of Education Doctoral students in the US and Canada (Riddle 2000 
p. 8), the vast majority of whom were ‘mid-life’ and ‘engaged in successful careers’, 
echoed these sentiments. Riddle (p. 10) reports, ‘Respondents mentioned the doctorate 
as a way to gain professional acceptance, but more, as necessary to be taken seriously 
by their colleagues’. At the formal level, while the protocols vary from institution to 
institution, in Australian universities there is a movement toward career security and 
progression being largely dependent upon completion of a doctorate or at least having 
made significant progress towards it. Again, the findings of Riddle’s study alert us to 
this being a possible pressure for this cohort. She notes: 
 
In answering questions why they chose to enter [a] … doctoral program, respondents in this 
study showed a great deal of agreement about the professional necessity of a terminal degree. 
(2000 p. 9) 
 
and quoted one of her respondents as reporting, ‘I was doing this out of a pragmatic 
need, not a great commitment’, and another as claiming, ‘My boss, Dr X, in my first 
performance evaluation said I needed to get a PhD because “you can never move up 
without one, and you need to move up.”. ’ (p. 11).    
 
While it has been argued (see in Chapter 1: A. Anderson 1991; Baker et al. 1994; 
Ramsden 1998) that academics’ career histories, on one level, are a reflection and 
consequence of personal preferences and aptitudes for (i) teaching and vocational 
preparation of further and advanced education students and/or (ii) undergraduate 
teaching of university students, other more complex factors to do with self-perception 
and confidence may also be at play. To explain, two American studies (Currie, 
Finney, Hirschi & Selvin 1966; Feldman 1974) found postgraduates with a more 
positive intellectual self-image were more likely to express interest in an academic 
career and to reject other forms of post-secondary teaching. This suggests that in the 
Australian context, mid and late-career academics who were employed in institutions 
that had university status bestowed since the creation of the UNS (Dawkins 1988) or 
who were employed in pre-Dawkins’ universities with less than a doctoral 
qualification (D. Anderson 1993), may struggle to perceive themselves as 
‘intellectual’ enough for the demands of doctoral study and its associated 
responsibilities.1
                                                 
1 For example, staff holding a doctoral qualification are typically expected to contribute to the research 
efforts of their institutions at the intra and inter-institutional levels and to support their institutions’ 
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Further, age is likely to be a consideration regardless of whether these academics are 
in the mid or late-career phases of their working lives. While a search found no 
literature that could be linked directly to this aspect, possibly because of the 
uniqueness of this cohorts’ situation, one would expect late-career academics, for 
whom retirement is imminent, to question the value of enrolment in terms of 
professional returns beyond job security. However, similar considerations are likely 
also to affect those in their mid-career. Although, for this group, retirement is usually 
a more distant proposition given that the doctoral study period typically extends over 
many years, particularly for those enrolled part-time, they may also be sceptical about 
its ultimate value. They also may feel strongly that any benefits which emerge career-
wise upon graduation, will be enjoyed for only a comparatively short time.  
 
In addition, there may be a number of program-related barriers to this cohort feeling 
motivated to study further. For example, some may find the transition to postgraduate 
student status difficult (i) because of their many years of absence from the student role 
(Fortune 1987; Hooper 1979; Kirk & Dorfman 1983, Sales, Shore & Bolitho 1980; 
Scott 1980) or (ii) because they are unfamiliar with the protocols and expectations of 
a research culture (Hagedorn 1993; Kluever 1997; Riddle 2000; Stryker, Twohey & 
Halderson 1985, cited by Riddle 2000). Alternatively, others who have recently 
invested several years pursuing a Master’s degree before ‘upgrading’ from a Master’s 
enrolment to a doctoral program became common practice, may feel in need of respite 
from the discipline and focus required for postgraduate study. Regardless of whether 
staff are new to research or familiar with it, in certain circumstances, the situation of 
being both a peer of, and student of, academic colleagues who act as supervisors, may 
also create professional and personal dilemmas.  
  
Finally, the demands of their day-to-day responsibilities as academics may be seen by 
the cohort as a hindrance to their progress through and successful completion of a 
doctorate. Related to this, a review of literature describing studies that investigated 
doctoral student attrition and persistence in the US (Bair & Haworth 1999 p. 19) 
noted, ‘Across several studies, those who did not complete the doctoral degree cited 
                                                                                                                                            
doctoral education programs through involvement in administrative activities as well as acting as 
supervisors and examiners. Often these research responsibilities are shouldered in addition to 
undergraduate and postgraduate coursework teaching roles.   
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responsibilities for full-time employment as an obstacle, impediment or reason for 
dropping out’. 
   
Personal identities      As to their personal identities, because the cohort of interest are 
those in their mid and late-career2, it is probable that most will be dealing with a range 
of complex and demanding interpersonal relationships and life issues that would lead 
them to question whether they have the time or emotional energy to devote to study at 
a doctoral level.  For example, many will have established a relationship with a person 
whom they regard as a life-long partner. No data are available on the number of 
academic staff who are in, or have been in, a committed relationship; however, 
writing regarding  the adult population in general, Guy (1987 p. 106) asserts most 
individuals ‘experience the same need for intimacy and attachment and the same 
desire for a lasting, fulfilling marriage relationship’ (see also, Halleck 1976). In 
addition, many in the mid-career phase are likely to have young children3, and those 
in the late-career phase may well have teenage or adult children who are residing in 
the family home.4,5
                                                 
2 The lowest age boundary set for the sample for this investigation was 35 years (see Chapter 4 for a 
full explanation of the age definitions and criteria for sample selection). 
 For those whose older children are living at home or 
independently, the desire to maintain regular contact and develop and sustain a caring, 
supportive adult-to-adult relationship may be strong (Goldscheider, Thornton & Yang 
2001; Nader 2009; Smart 2009; Vassallo, Smart & Price-Robertson 2009). Academics 
interested in fostering strong family ties, but under pressure to study, may well share 
the concerns of two participants in an investigation by Golde (1998) who examined 
first year doctoral attrition from four departments at a research university in the US. 
These participants expressed concerns about the number of years they would be 
studying and the all-consuming life style they were expected to embrace. One 
commented:  
3 While there are no data available specifically for academics on this matter, according to the latest 
Australian Bureau of Statistics report on the topic, since the 1970s women in Australia aged 30-34 
years have experienced increasing fertility in consequence of their choosing to delay having children. 
In 2002 in Australia, women aged 30-34 years experienced the highest fertility of all age brackets for 
the third year in a row. The median age of mothers giving birth has consistently increased since 1972 
reaching 30.2 years in 2002, while for fathers the median age was 32.5 years (ABS 2002 Population by 
Age and Sex 3201.0 pp. 8- 9, 12). 
4 In 2002 in Australia, 45.9 per cent of offspring aged 20-24 and 12.7 per cent of offspring aged 25-34 
were living with their parents (ABS 2003a Australian Social Trends 4102.0 p. 28).  
5 With respect to young adult off spring, Riddle (2000 p. 35) writes ‘… even older children demand 
time and attention. College choice, enrolment and adjustment are typical demands for mid-life (defined 
as 40 years and beyond) parents’.   
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I knew that it was going to be five to seven years, but it hadn’t really hit me that in order to be 
five to seven years … here doing this, it means that you’re not somewhere else doing 
something else. (p. 57) 
 
while the other reported: 
 
When I started thinking about bringing a wife through it and bring a family through it [over 
the next ten years of my life], it was real hard. (p. 57) 
 
Golde summed up the perspectives of these students thus, ‘[They] realized that they 
preferred to live a life that was “broader and more balanced”.’ (p. 57).   
 
The need for time and energy to deal with issues beyond intra-familial relationships is 
also likely to be a concern because within the range of 35 years of age to retirement, 
many staff may have also experienced or be experiencing the challenges of separation, 
divorce, widowhood, remarriage, re-partnering, single parenting, step-parenting, 
blended families, the ‘empty-nest’ and/or grand-parenting; all scenarios which 
typically create substantial emotional and/or physical demands for those involved. 
Further, it is a time of life when many will have responsibilities for aged parents6 and 
when they may well be dealing with family members’, friends’ and personal health 
issues, including those that arise with age.7,8,9,10
                                                 
6 The most recent data on life expectancy among the Australian population is 79 years for males and 84 
years for females, with healthy life expectancy being 69.6 years and 73.3 years for males and females 
respectively. (ABS 2003b, Australian Social Trends 2002 International Comparisons – Health p. 1) 
Proportionally, the greatest population increase (4.6%) in the year to 30 June 2003 occurred among 
people aged 85 years and over. This continued the rapid increase in the elderly population, which has 
grown by 165% over the last 20 years, compared to a total population growth of 29% over the same 
period. Increased life expectancy for both men and women has contributed to this rise (ABS 2002 
Population by Age and Sex 3201.0 p. 6).  
 While it can be assumed that the life 
experiences of the general population of those over 35 years of age are mirrored 
7 Craven and Stojanovska (2001) write of this time in women’s lives, ‘The midlife years are an 
important stage in women’s lives. Many physical and psychological changes take place. For many 
women it is a time of  reflection, re-evaluation and planning for the future, with more focus and 
intensity than perhaps ever before’ (p. 1), and ‘Never before have the lives of women at midlife been as 
complex as they are today. … [Many] are contending with the physical changes of midlife and 
menopause [as well as] … illnesses such cancer, particularly breast cancer, osteoporosis, arthritis, 
hypertension, diabetes, heart disease, and anxiety and depression’ (p. 2).  
8 Stojanovska (2004) notes that obesity, which effects 49 per cent of Australians, is a serious issue for 
both men and women in their middle years as its link to cardiovascular, diabetes and other chronic 
diseases is well established. She adds that, in Australia, diabetes type 2 has now reached endemic 
proportions.  
9 Mood, anxiety and depression are also associated with midlife for both men and women, although 
women appear to experience these more frequently than do men. Dennerstein (2004) notes mood 
problems are among the three most common problems reported to specialist clinics dealing with mid-
life changes.  
10 It is interesting to note that Kelly (1987) deliberately excluded women over 40 from her Australian 
research into women who return to study. The reason she gave for doing so was ‘… older women may 
face issues such as children leaving home, and/or menopause’ (p. 8). 
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among mid and late-career academics, such experiences would be highly unlikely 
among younger more traditional doctoral students, whose candidacy trajectory more 
typically involves progress through a “continuous” system in a way which means that 
they participate in doctoral education and attain their degrees during their mid 20s.11 
In consequence, the doctoral experience of the cohort that this investigation focussed 
on will be fundamentally different from traditional cohorts, in that those in this 
investigation will be dealing with a greater range and intensity of familial demands12
Review of empirical research literature  
, 
which may compromise their progress though, completion of, and the quality 
achieved in, their doctoral studies. 
 
In 1982, Gilbert (p. 134) observed, ‘Little research of the [post]graduate student’s 
family has been reported in the literature.’ More recently several writers have made 
similar assertions claiming that the effect of postgraduate study on familial 
relationships, and vice-versa, is a topic that has not been extensively pursued as either 
an embedded sub-topic or a discrete area of investigation. For example, Hudson and 
O’Regan (1994) in the introduction to their study in which most of the participants 
had family and career commitments, noted that systematic research into stress levels 
of postgraduate students in general is limited. Likewise, in 2009 Springer, Parker and 
Leviten-Reid claimed, ‘Work-family issues of [post]graduate students are nearly 
invisible, despite record numbers of men and women in [post]graduate school during 
                                                 
11 Huston-Hoburg and Strange agree; in 1986 they wrote ‘A primary difference between … traditional 
and adult students is the commitment of adult students to the multiple responsibilities of family and 
employment, often in competition with the demands of the education environment (p. 388). In addition, 
Riddle (2000 p. 6) in reporting a qualitative study she undertook in the United States to ‘examine the 
role of the over-45 “mid-life” education doctoral student’, makes a similar claim with respect to older 
doctoral students when they are compared with their younger counterparts or older students enrolled in 
pre-doctoral degree programs. She notes, ‘Graduate educational programs are … likely to include those 
who have a decade or two of work and family experience … They are adult learners … with needs and 
expectations different from both their younger colleagues and their contemporaries in undergraduate or 
even masters degree programs’ (pp. 1-2).  It is of interest to note here also, without giving a breakdown 
of the numbers in a way that would make clear those who were employed as academics, Riddle reports 
that 19 of her 21 interviewees had undertaken their doctoral studies in hope of (i) entering academia, 
(ii) advancing their current profession and/or (iii) maintaining credibility in it (Riddle 2000 p. 12). In 
this respect, it is inferred that those in Riddle’s sample are likely to have similar motivations for 
embarking on doctoral studies as the cohort under investigation for the study described in this 
dissertation.  
12 Riddle (2000 pp. 32-33) when describing the family demands of mid-life doctoral students writes, 
‘[C]rises are embedded within [family demands]’ and observes mid-life students are the ‘sandwich 
generation’ because they ‘are also often financially and/or emotionally responsible for family members, 
as well as themselves’. She emphasises the significance of this by noting, ‘[C]rises demand 
instantaneous attention … . The unpredictable nature of most crises makes them more significant and 
stressful’.  
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their peak childbearing years’ (p. 435). In addition, Sori et al. (1996) and Brannock, 
Litten and Smith (2000) write, respectively, that there is a paucity of discipline-
specific and cross-discipline research on the impact of postgraduate study on 
marriages and family. A systematic, persistent and thorough search of the literature 
(see Appendix 2A) which sought publications relevant to this study up until mid-2009 
found that a further comment by Gilbert (1982 p. 134) on the matter, in which he 
declared, ‘The dearth of such research is difficult to explain, given the propinquity of 
the family to the married student’ is equally apt now as when first written.  
 
Notwithstanding these observations however, for more than 50 years there has been 
sporadic interest among researchers (for example, Bergen & Bergen 1978; Chilman & 
Meyer 1966; Christopherson, Vandiver & Krueger 1960; Feldman 1974; Gerstein & 
Russell 1990; Gold 2006a, b; Legako & Sorenson 2000; McLaughlin 1985; Price-
Bonham 1973; Reimer 1947; Rogers 1958; Scheinkman 1988; Sori et al. 1996; 
Springer, Parker & Leviten-Reid 2009; Thorpe 1951) in the general phenomenon of 
the interface between tertiary student life and (i) marriage, (ii) parenthood and (iii) 
mature-age enrolment, with particular interest in postgraduate students’ experiences 
being evident from the mid 1970s through to the mid-nineties.13,14
 
   
Over this time quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research (Tashakkori & 
Teddlie 1998) have been conducted. Although some of the studies have used a 
qualitative approach, quantitative methods have been the most frequently used15
                                                 
13 Suitor (1987a) notes that following a substantial increase in the number of mature-age women 
students on college campuses in the US since 1960, research on returning students with families 
increased during the 1970s and 1980s. Five years later, British scholar Edwards (1993 p. 9) wrote with 
reference to several countries and all areas of education, ‘As governments’ and higher education 
institutions’ interest in mature students heightened, research studies on this topic also proliferated’.  
 and 
14 Areas that have attracted greater researcher interest in Australia and internationally in the past decade 
include: the quality and forms of supervision, internationalisation, postgraduate students’ generic 
capabilities, timely completions, attrition, thesis / exegesis examination, forms of the doctorate, 
graduates’ career destinations, changes to government approaches to funding of postgraduate 
education, increases in the regulatory bureaucracy by the federal government and the effects of 
Research Training Schemes. 
15 One study worthy of particular note was that conducted in the USA by Feldman under the 
sponsorship of the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education and the US Office of Education and 
with the cooperation of the Office of Research of the American Council on Education. Although not 
reported until 1974, the study was based on data gathered in 1969 from 32,963 completed 
comprehensive mail questionnaires from postgraduate students studying in academic and professional 
programs in 158 colleges and universities. At the time of publication Feldman wrote ‘the data … are 
from probably the most comprehensive survey of American higher education ever undertaken. The 
study stands apart from others because of its early date, its focus on reporting women’s experiences 
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have often dominated those studies that have employed  mixed methods (for example, 
Norton, Thomas, Morgan & Tilley 1998). This is not to suggest, however, that there 
are no examples of studies that have used mixed methods in a balanced way (for 
example, Rohr et al. 1985) or with the qualitative component as their primary data 
source (for example, Riddle 2000).16
 
  
While (i) the findings of the studies done in the late 1970s, and throughout the 1980s 
and 1990s are now somewhat dated and (ii) the postgraduate student samples were 
typically taken from graduate programs in professional schools in the US,17
(i) challenges to the relationships between postgraduate students and their partners 
from students’ competing life roles;  
 the 
findings are useful nevertheless for providing insight into issues that were relevant to 
the topic and may still have currency for postgraduate students who are required to 
balance a number of demanding, and at times, conflicting roles. Indeed, when this 
earlier literature is brought together and discussed alongside the more recent research 
of Brannock et al. (2000), Gold (2006a, b), Katz, Monnier, Libet, Shaw and Beach 
(2000), Legako and Sorenson (2000), Lynch (2008), Riddle (2000) and Springer et al. 
(2009) for example, it becomes clear that certain themes have persisted over the 
decades.  The significant themes of interest to this investigation that have emerged as 
being important in the past, and more recently, include:  
(ii) interconnections between postgraduate study-induced stresses that have 
consequences for the quality and enjoyment of family life; 
(iii) extent of marital satisfaction reported by postgraduate students and their 
partners, with reference to the partners’ status as student or non-student;  
                                                                                                                                            
(this is not to suggested that men were not included in the sample) and its magnitude (note though, that 
it was not confined to doctoral education). Also of significance is that it points to large research bodies’ 
confidence in, and commitment to, quantitative approaches to research in the area. Given the high 
profile status of the institutions involved, it may also have provided an influential methodological 
precedent for the more modest-scale investigations in the years that followed.     
16 Note, this overview of trends in research methods used in previous relevant studies is complemented 
by more detailed critical appraisals of their strengths and weaknesses in the context of particular 
investigations in the discussions that follow.   
17 In the United States, unlike Australia, students nation-wide enter medical, law, psychotherapy and 
marriage, and family therapy programs for example, after successfully completing an undergraduate 
degree. These professional programs, which often include a thesis component, are referred to as 
‘graduate’ programs in the same way as are PhDs and professional doctorates, such as those in 
education. In the literature, students studying in all these programs are seen as facing similar 
intellectual and personal challenges, which are quite distinct from the challenges faced by first-degree 
students.  
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(iv) the ways in which postgraduate study can impact on: partners’ and  students’ 
sense of self and emotional well-being and their marital satisfaction in 
asymmetrical relationships;  
(v) effects of the absence of a significant other on the stress levels experienced by 
postgraduate students;  
(vi) effects of the presence of children on stress levels experienced by 
postgraduate students and their partners; and 
(vii) parents, parents/in-laws and postgraduate students. 
 
The review will now consider each of these themes in detail by way of reporting the 
findings of past studies; identifying gaps in what has been investigated; describing 
and evaluating previous approaches to data collection and analysis; and indicating 
how appraisal of these has informed the methodology adopted for this study.  
 
 Challenges to relationships between postgraduate students and partners from 
students’ competing life roles    Of importance to the investigation undertaken are 
those studies that have highlighted the relationship challenges faced by postgraduate 
students and their partners from students’ competing life roles. Rohr et al. (1985), for 
example, concluded their study of students in ‘[post]graduate and professional’ 
programs in law and medicine in the US by noting: 
 
Certain role behaviours learned in [the postgraduate] socialization process and transferred to the 
spouse role are not conducive to a satisfying marital relationship. In addition, roles of student and 
[original emphasis] spouse are also competing for scarce time and personal commitment. Such role 
competition and role conflict often produce strain in the marriage. (p. 63) 
 
Related to this, nine years earlier Lozoff (1976) reported that academic pressures can 
result in postgraduate student neglect of partner or family and ultimately can cause 
marital separation and subsequent divorce. Similarly Scheinkman (1988 p. 351), in a 
study based on participant observation, noted that [post]graduate student status in 
professional and academic programs, which included the PhD, is associated with ‘a 
high risk of divorce’ owing to elevated levels of stress induced partly by postgraduate 
students experiencing difficulties integrating the roles of a student with the roles of a 
partner. Sori et al. (1996), who also studied students in professional programs, 
described postgraduate study as ‘synonymous with stress’ because ‘[s]tudents 
frequently put in long hours meeting program requirements … at the expense of their 
 32 
families’ (p. 259). Others’ reflections and research have echoed these findings (for 
example, McRoy & Fisher 1982; Robinson 1978; Rohr et al. 1985; Taintor, Morphy, 
Seiden & Val 1983).  
 
In 2006, Gold summarised his perspective after reviewing the theoretical and 
empirical literature describing the effects of postgraduate study on marital satisfaction 
by noting, ‘These results imply that … couples may be underestimating the ongoing 
stress and future of their marital relationships’ (2006a p. 418, also see Legako & 
Sorenson 2000). Such findings, with their emphasis on the incompatibility between 
the roles of a partner and a postgraduate student, indicate a continuing need for 
research into the experiences of couples who are negotiating their relationship while 
one or both undertake doctoral studies. Research in the area is needed in order to (i) 
better understand the problems couples face and (ii) identify interventions which 
could mitigate the common stressors.  
 
Although the precise language used varies from study to study in both those described 
above and others referred to below, the concepts of “multiple roles”, “role statuses”, 
“role expectations”, “role allocation”, “role enactment”, “role tensions”, “role 
conflicts”, “role strain”, “role overload”, “role interference” and so on, recur 
implicitly and explicitly as key themes to account for a raft of empirical findings 
regarding the interface between student and family life. In consequence, additional 
references to these, and related concepts, are made throughout this review. Their use 
is highlighted because they underpin the broader theoretical framework and the 
specific theoretical model chosen to inform the current investigation. While they are 
mentioned in this chapter, the references to them are comparatively brief as a more 
fulsome analysis and description of their application to previous research and to the 
current investigation are presented in Chapter 3.  
 
With respect to studies into mature-age student life that have drawn on the concept of 
multiple roles to explain research findings, by far the majority have focused on the 
issues that arise when candidates attempt to cope with the competing demands of their 
student and partner statuses. While some authors have acknowledged that 
postgraduate and undergraduate mature students may have employment commitments 
as well as study and family responsibilities (for example, Edelwich 1980; Fortune 
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1987; Golden, Alamia, Baker, Chilson, Choucroun, Cook, de Vries-Kell, Marbach & 
Peters 2005; Hudson & O’Regan 1994; Huston-Hoburg & Strange 1986; Kelly 1987; 
Polson & Nida 1998; Racusin & Abramowitz 1987; Scott, Burns & Cooney 1996; 
Suitor 1987a),18 and two recent studies (Mason, Goulden & Frasch 2009; Springer et 
al. 2009) included in their samples a small percentage of doctoral students with 
partner and parenting responsibilities who were also participating in some limited, 
part-time, academic-career oriented activities,19 none has given serious, detailed 
consideration to what might be the implications when an adult with family 
commitments and substantial professional responsibilities20
 
 is required, by their 
employing institutions, to integrate doctoral student demands and responsibilities into 
their circumstances.  
This omission has occurred despite (i) the conflict between family and employment 
roles for women being extensively documented during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s 
(for example, Booth, Johnson, White & Edwards 1984; Coser 1974; Coser & Rokoff 
1971; Glazer & Waehrer 1977; Gray 1979, 1983; Mason, Czajka & Arber 1976; Nye 
& Hoffman 1963; Orden & Bradburn 1969; Poloma 1970, cited by Gray 1979; 
Poloma & Garland 1971a, b; Spitze & South 1985; Stryker & Macke 1978) and (ii) 
some interest being shown in the familial consequences of high levels of job 
involvement by both partners (for example, Holahan & Gilbert 1979; Holmstrom 
1972; Ladewig & White 1984; Radhika & Prakash 1987; Rapoport & Rapoport 1969; 
Ridley 1973).  
 
Research is needed to determine the significance of multiple roles for doctoral 
students and their families when family commitments and substantial professional 
                                                 
18 In some cases this acknowledgement is made only in passing. 
19 Such as, ‘attending departmental colloquia’ and some early-years undergraduate teaching (Springer 
et al. 2009 p. 439). 
20 In general, ‘substantial professional responsibilities’ can be described as a workload that requires one 
to demonstrate a degree of expertise and professionalism across wide range of work-related activities 
from the minutiae to the capacious. In practical terms, for an academic working in an Australian 
university, it may include activities such as: recruiting new students; preparing and presenting tutorials; 
lectures and workshops for face-to-face and online delivery to a diverse student population; providing 
academic and personal advice to prospective students, current students and colleagues; coordinating 
subjects and courses; participating in and responding to internal and external course reviews; 
responding to structural amalgamations and disaggregations; responding to proposed and affected shifts 
in government policy, and so on.   
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responsibilities have been pre-enrolment features of the candidates’ lives.21
 
 Suitor 
(1987a) drew attention to the need for further research in this general area, when she 
wrote with respect to her own research involving first degree students in which only 
one participant was employed full-time:   
While the present study has focussed on the difficulty that wives with minor children encounter 
when attempting to combine … enrolment and heavy family responsibilities, it is likely that non-
traditional students encounter difficulties in managing other combinations of adult statuses as well. 
For example, … enrolment may create difficulties for individuals employed in demanding  
occupations [emphasis added] … . Students who occupy these multiple statuses may find it 
necessary to compromise either their performance of their student role or their family or work 
roles. (p. 328) 
 
Following Suitor’s observation, a small number of researchers and commentators 
embedded consideration of what it meant to combine the roles of doctoral student, 
family member and career-employee into their broader studies. For example, Riddle 
(2000 pp. 32-34) discusses the issue of the convergence of ‘work, family and school’ 
in her study into doctoral student transition experiences, and Tinto (1993 pp. 233-35, 
242) comments on postgraduate students sometimes belonging to ‘external 
communities, such as those of family and work’ as well as the academic community, 
in his commentary on persistence and attrition. More recently, Ott (2004) devoted an 
entire study to the phenomenon in her paper titled, The Balancing Act of Graduate 
Students: Work and family. Overall, however, neglect of research into what has been 
described by Riddle (2000 p. 32) as ‘the trinity of doctoral student life’, has persisted.   
 
As to the research methods used in the four studies highlighted in the first paragraph 
of this section (that is, Lozoff 1976; Rohr et al. 1985; Scheinkman 1988; Sori et al. 
1996), two warrant particular comment as they have informed the development of the 
approach to data collection used in this investigation. First, Rohr et al. (1985) used a 
mixed methods approach. Their findings were based on quantitative data gathered 
from questionnaires completed by 30 male medical and law students and their female 
partners and on qualitative data gathered from in-depth, follow-up interviews with ten 
sub-sample couples. Of special interest regarding this approach, is that the authors 
noted during the follow-up interviews that eight of the ten couples projected a ‘more 
                                                 
21 Note a recent study by Mason, Goulden and Frasch (2009), examined the attitudes of female and 
male doctoral students, approximately 44 per cent of whom were either married or partnered and 13 per 
cent of whom were parents, to determine prevailing attitudes regarding whether or not various 
universities provide a family-friendly environment for career academics. While those surveyed 
included students with aspirations for an academic career, many aspired to other career options.      
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negative picture’ (Rohr et al. p. 60) than they had in their questionnaire responses. 
The authors speculated that of the two data collection approaches they employed, the 
interviews yielded more accurate assessments of how the couples really felt about 
their marriages. In support of this, the authors noted that during the interviews, all of 
the participants reported some difficulty in rating their marriages on a numerical scale.  
 
Second, in a much larger, nation-wide quantitative study in the US, Sori et al. (1996) 
used modified versions of a standardised, five point Likert scale questionnaire to 
collect data from a sample of 145 couples in which one of the spouses was enrolled in 
a Marriage and Family Therapy graduate program. In their discussion of the findings, 
the limitations of the approach are clear when the authors offer explanations for the 
emergent trends. Without the benefit of discussion with the study’s participants, as 
was the case with Rohr et al. (1985), these researchers can only put forward possible 
explanations for phenomena such as behaviours, attitudes and feelings.22 Similarly, in 
another large scale quantitative study, described in more detail below, the author 
(Feldman 1974) notes that the methodology did not enable him to ascertain students’ 
motives for certain behaviours and that in the analysis he was only able to control for 
certain characteristics and to then infer from differential behaviour the possible effects 
of those characteristics.23
 
  
An interview format, in contrast, provides the opportunity for the interviewer to (i) 
probe participant-initiated explanations and (ii) explore participant responses to 
possible explanations posited by the interviewer, who can then report more definite 
findings regarding the cohort being studied. Legako and Sorenson (2000) provide a 
useful description of an alternative approach that they used to gather data from 
postgraduates’ non-student partners for their investigation into the impact of 
postgraduate study on marriage. They write:  
The interview proceeded in a conversational format and covered all areas of the proposed 
interview without adhering to a rigid schedule. The interview questions were open-ended to 
                                                 
22 These are introduced using tentative phrases such as ‘it could be that …’, ‘this may be due to …’, ‘… 
may explain why …’, ‘spouses may feel …’, ‘perhaps they …’, ‘this might explain …’, ‘this may be 
related to …’ and ‘… and thus may view’ (for examples in context see Sori et al. 1996 pp. 265-267). 
Polson and Nida (1998) report the findings of their quantitative study in a similar way. For example, 
they write ‘We speculate that … .’ (p. 9); and, ‘Some students may find … .’ (p. 9).  
23 The characteristics given in Feldman’s (1974) example were related to marital status; however, the 
principles for data analysis hold true for any characteristic ‘measured’ by instruments based on fixed-
response items.  
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encourage reflection and elaboration of values and beliefs, and to convey respect for the 
idiosyncratic nature of each participant. (pp. 4-5)  
 
Implicit in this account is that a “purposeful conversation” has explanatory potential 
that is lacking when quantitative instruments are used. It also suggests that this 
approach is ideally suited to the current investigation.  
 
While there is no argument that quantitative research can provide useful insight into a 
wide-range of socially important topics explored empirically, reflections such as these 
serve to highlight that qualitative approaches to data collection can overcome a 
number of significant weaknesses (Gold 2006a; Legako & Sorenson 2000; Polson & 
Nida 1998) when one is seeking to gain insight into how people experience events in 
their lives. Indeed, Slife and Williams (1995) write regarding data collection: 
 
Behavioural scientists should employ whatever methods seem to offer the best possibility of 
learning something important in any given setting. (p. 204)  
 
Postgraduate study-induced stresses and the quality and enjoyment of family life    
Other relatively early investigations explored the theme of postgraduate student 
familial stress by looking at its interconnectedness with other stressors. Edelwich 
(1980), for example, noted that tensions arise for postgraduate students because of a 
general sense of there being insufficient time to accomplish everything that is 
demanded of them with respect to family obligations, social lives, work 
responsibilities and study commitments. This general sense of being time-poor, 
Edelwich found, was especially crucial for married students, particularly those with 
children.24
 
 Earlier and subsequent studies have also examined in detail the 
interconnectedness of familial stress with other stressors. For example, Gruver and 
Labadie (1975), found within student marriages, females felt very strongly that their 
student-partners spent too much time studying or working at the expense of time spent 
together. The specific consequences of this, Gruver and Labadie noted, included 
sexual dissatisfaction, lack of communication, lack of recreation time and need for 
more friends.  
                                                 
24 This theme has been explored subsequently by others, some of whose findings concur and some of 
whose findings conflict with those of  Edelwich (1980). The issue of the effects of the presence of 
children on postgraduate students is discussed more fully under a separate heading below. 
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McLaughlin’s (1985) findings overlapped with those of Gruver and Labadie’s (1975) 
earlier study. His exploration of the way time and energy stressors manifested to 
create discontent within the family found the specific areas of concern for students 
and their partners included: communication problems, sexual dissatisfaction, financial 
tensions, lack of leisure time, absence of recreational pursuits, role conflicts and 
restricted social life. Sori et al. (1996 p. 1) noted specifically that in consequence of 
students putting in long hours to meet program requirements, their leisure activities 
and social lives suffer and that ‘often little time or energy is left for the [postgraduate 
student] to unwind’. In reporting their findings, Brannock et al. (2000 p. 123) noted 
the areas of discord revealed by their participants to be ‘philosophy of life, 
demonstration of affection, and sexual relations’. Many other investigators report 
similar findings (for example, Breenan & Black 1984; Coombs & Fawzy 1982; 
Feldman 1974; Gilbert 1982; Gold 2006b; Gruver & Labadie 1975; Katz et al. 2000; 
Legako & Sorenson 2000; MacLean & Peters 1995; McRoy & Fisher 1982; Meehan 
& Negy 2003; Sales et al. 1980). 
 
The stress paradigm, which underpins these and other related studies that are 
described below (for example, Gilbert & Holahan 1982; Hall 1972; Norton et al. 
1998; Polson & Nida 1998; Racusin & Abramowitz 1987; Van Meter & Agronow 
1982), may use information gathered from a single questionnaire, but it often focuses 
data collection on the administration of two or more standardised, validated 
instruments25
                                                 
25 For example, (i) Brannock et al. (2000) used an adapted version of the Locke-Wallace Marital 
Adjustment Test and the Index of Marital Satisfaction in conjunction with a questionnaire they devised 
to collect demographic information on the respondents; (ii) Fortune (1987) used the General Stress 
Scale and Stress as a Student Measure, and adapted versions of the Index of Well-being  and Locus of 
Control; (iii) Gruver and Labadie (1975) used the Marital Adjustment Inventory and the Confidential 
Questionnaire; (iv) Racusin and Abramowitz (1987) used the Jourard Self-Disclosure Questionnaire, 
the Marital Attitudes Evaluation, the Dyadic Adjustment Scale and an abbreviated version of the 
Sexual Interaction Inventory; and, (v) Sori et al. (1996) used two modified versions, one for students 
and one for their partners, of a standardised instrument devised to measure stressors and enhancers 
associated with being a married, marriage and family therapist.  
 and derives findings from cross-correlations of various responses and 
response categories. While such studies offer statistical information on trends across 
questionnaire items, because sample sizes are sometimes relatively small (for 
example, Brannock 2000 p. 3; Hagedorn 1993 p. 10; Katz et al. 2000 p. 350) and 
response rates are often low (for example, Gruver & Labadie 1975, 39%; 
Mallinckrodt & Leong 1992, 38%; Polson & Nida 1998, 37%; Sori et al. 1996, 29%) 
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they do not convincingly establish a definite relationship between and among items, 
and because the items are researcher-driven and usually not tailored to student-life, 
nor do they establish that doing postgraduate study in particular necessarily leads to 
the outcomes that they describe. While some researchers quote findings for general or 
non-student populations from independent investigations to enable statistical 
comparisons with their student groups (for example, Burgess & Wallin 1954; Craven 
1974) such reports reveal little about the participants’ lived-experiences. Given these 
limitations, such studies inevitably do not provide insight into what it is about 
postgraduate study that may catalyse certain relationship dynamics within a family.  
 
While the use of standardised, validated instruments persists (for example, Gold 
2006b; Katz et al. 2000)26
 
, in recognition of the limitations of such an approach, some 
researchers have introduced new tactics including: tailoring their survey instruments 
to student life (for example, Maher, Ford & Thompson 2004; Wellington & Sikes 
2006); providing for open responses (for example, Mason, Goulden & Frasch 2009; 
Riddle 2000); complementing survey results with individual, in-depth interviews 
(Maher et al. 2004; Riddle 2000); and, emailing surveys to potential participants 
(Wellington & Sikes 2006). Notwithstanding that there are some exceptions (for 
example, Kurtz-Costes, Helmke & Űlkű-Steiner 2006; Legako & Sorenson 2000; 
Lynch 2008), the use of in-depth interviews alone to gather data to gain 
understandings of the effects of student life on family life has not been widely used. It 
is, therefore, timely that a comprehensive, in-depth, qualitative investigation, wherein 
the researcher’s energies are focussed on ensuring the approach to data collection and 
analysis meets rigorous validity criteria (Lincoln & Guba 1985; Miles & Huberman 
1994), is conducted in this area.  
This theme, along with others covered in the literature and expanded upon in these 
discussions, indicates the emphasis given by past studies to identifying connections 
between stress brought on by the demands of postgraduate education and family 
discord, particularly with life partners. Gerson (1985), however, expressed concern 
                                                 
26 Gold (2006b) investigated marital satisfaction among Master’s and doctoral students using the 
Marital Satisfaction Inventory-R (MSI-R), and Katz et al. (2000) investigated the effects of stress on 
adjustment in medical student marriages using: the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI), the Dyadic 
Adjustment Scale (DAS), the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and the Spouse Specific Support Scale 
(SSSS).  
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about the propensity for researchers to focus on negative aspects of role accumulation 
and drew attention to the need for research into the impact for families when mature 
students combine two or more significant life roles, to facilitate exploration of both 
the attendant challenges and benefits. A detailed discussion of relevant advances in 
role theory and how related concepts were used in the approach to data collection 
employed for this study, is presented in Chapters 3 and 4. 
 
Extent of marital satisfaction reported by postgraduate students and their partners, 
with reference to partners’ student or non-student status   A number of researchers 
have examined the extent of marital satisfaction for different configurations of 
postgraduate student partnering relationships, including symmetrical relationships in 
which both partners are studying at a postgraduate level and asymmetrical 
relationships in which only one partner is a postgraduate student (Scheinkman 1988). 
Over time, studies (for example, Bergen & Bergen 1978; Brannock et al. 2000; 
Scheinkman 1988) have consistently found that overall marital satisfaction was 
highest for symmetrical couples, with Scheinkman (1988 p. 355) attributing this to 
shared ‘priorities, interests and life styles’. Related to this, Riddle (2000 p. 43) found 
that support, which was greatly appreciated, was forthcoming if a student’s partner 
had previously studied for ‘an advanced degree’ and hence understood ‘the process’. 
Likewise, there is consistency in the finding that marital satisfaction, although 
somewhat lower in marriages in which only the husband was a postgraduate student, 
was lowest in relationships in which only the wife was a student (for example, Bergen 
& Bergen 1978; Guldner 1978; Sori et al. 1996).  
 
These findings, from studies involving postgraduate students, were in accordance with 
those of Huston-Hoburg and Strange (1986) and Norton et al. (1998) who studied 
undergraduate students’ experiences. Their data suggested that wives were more 
supportive of their husbands who returned to study than husbands were of their return-
to-study student wives. Suitor (1987a p. 329), who explored only female students’ 
experiences, found ‘better-educated husbands generally held more positive attitudes 
towards their wives’ enrolment than less educated husbands’ but that ‘wives’ 
enrolment status was more strongly related to husbands’ attitudes than was husbands’ 
educational attainment.’.  
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Research is needed to explore the effect, if any, of partners’ educational attainment, 
irrespective of gender, on partners’ attitudes and supportiveness when return-to-study 
students are academics engaged in doctoral education, particularly as those studying 
may well be organising their roles around notions of a part-time student and full-time 
academic. Research is needed also, with respect to education profiles, into the value 
that students and their partners place on the attainment of a doctoral qualification and 
if partners’ consenting or non-consenting attitudes in this regard are in any way linked 
to their own past, present or anticipated experiences of education at the doctoral level.  
  
While Scheinkman (1988) acknowledges that dual-postgraduate student couples 
experience the same pressure to do with lack of time as do asymmetrical couples, as 
described above, and that symmetry can lead to competitiveness (see also, Riddle 
2000; Watzlawick, Beavin & Jackson 1967), she also claims these couples feel 
‘synchronised’ in the issues with which they have to deal, and that the pressures in 
their lives ‘tend to be comprehensible to one another, even binding them together’ (p. 
355). In comparison, she notes couples in asymmetrical partnerships often feel 
mismatched, incompatible and misunderstood by each other. Of interest to this 
discussion is that not all research has generated similar findings. A quantitative study 
by MacLean and Peters (1995) carried out in Canada, found no significant differences 
in relationship satisfaction between symmetrical and asymmetrical postgraduate 
couples. However, they did report greater levels of dyadic cohesion and more time 
spent on shared activities in symmetrical relationships.  
 
There are no known studies which have investigated how symmetry and asymmetry at 
the doctoral student level impacts on couples’ relationships when one or both parties 
are also employed as career academics. Further research in this area would lead to 
better understandings the complexities of intimate relationship negotiations faced by 
career academics and their partners when academics are under pressure from their 
institutions to better their formal qualifications.      
 
Regarding methodology, Norton et al. (1998) make useful comments in the context of 
their longitudinal research into the effects of full-time study on long-term 
relationships for mature students enrolled in first degree courses in Britain. Of their 
approach to data collection they write: 
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A questionnaire study was chosen because it was quicker, but the disadvantage was that, like 
most conventional questionnaires, the SRQ[27
then, when reflecting on the findings that the questionnaires generated, continued 
with:  
] constrained the student responses to answer 
researcher-driven questions. (1998 p. 4) 
 
 
These finding [sic] … suggest some very real differences. The reasons for such differences 
need to be fully explored and it is our intention to do this through in-depth interviews, which 
will be reported in a later paper. (1998 p. 8)      
 
These comments reinforce the reflections of others discussed above who indicate 
person-to-person interaction is necessary when researchers (i) wish to provide 
explanations for phenomena they observe and (ii) seek to uncover information which 
has not been pre-determined by the researcher.  
 
Impact of postgraduate study on partners’ and  students’ sense of self, emotional 
well-being and marital satisfaction in asymmetrical relationships     As for 
asymmetrical relationships being linked to lower levels of marital satisfaction, when 
comparisons are made with symmetrical couples, some writers focus on partners’ 
perspectives and some on students’ perspectives. These writers’ explanations fall into 
two categories: those that are generic and those that are based on gender 
considerations.  
 
Pearlin and Turner (1987), in an attempt to explain the symmetrical / asymmetrical 
differentiation in general, describe a phenomenon they call “role captivity” which 
may be experienced by the partner of a postgraduate student regardless of the 
partner’s gender. It occurs if the partner, who is a non-student, in assuming a support 
role for the student, provides for the student’s and other family members’ needs by 
taking on additional responsibilities at the expense of fulfilment of personal goals. 
Inability to accept and adjust to changes in role allocation and expectation on the part 
of partners who feel trapped, has the potential to create stress on a marriage, 
particularly if it is accompanied by feelings of isolation as have been described by 
Guy (1987), Polson (1989, cited by Polson & Piercy 1993), Rohr et al. (1985), Sori et 
al. (1996) and Stebbins (1975, cited by Gilbert 1982). Guldner (1978) describes how 
non-student partners who provide practical support to students’ study endeavours can 
                                                 
27 SRQ – Student Relationship Questionnaire 
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feel as though they are just ‘a prop in the background’ (p. 131). Such feelings may be 
compounded if the non-student resents the postgraduate partner as having, or seeming 
to have, greater personal autonomy (Guy 1987) or if the non-student partners, in order 
to support the student partners through doctoral studies, defer their own professional 
development plans (Scheinkman 1988). These scenarios can lead to partners feeling 
frightened, jealous (Guldner 1978) and insecure (Bruhn & DuPlessis 1966; Perlow & 
Mullins 1976).  
 
Further to the question of how supporting partners might fare in situations where 
postgraduate students benefit from their assistance, Katz et al. (2000 p. 341) report, 
‘High-stress [postgraduate] individuals might benefit from social support, although 
their support providers may be adversely affected by stress crossover effects’. Katz et 
al. suggest stress crossover from postgraduate student to partner may occur if the 
partner, for example, feels burdened by a student’s excessive needs for instrumental 
and/or emotional support. This is consistent with the findings of Rook, Dooley and 
Catalano (1991) who also suggest that stress has crossover effects on partners’ 
emotional well-being and of Hatfield, Cacioppo and Rapson (1994) who believe that 
affective states can be “caught” by “close others”. This phenomenon has been termed 
“emotional contagion” by Hatfield et al. who argue that people in intimate 
relationships are especially susceptible to emotional contagion because of the 
reciprocal influences partners have on each others’ mood (also see Katz, Joiner & 
Beach 1999; Robinson 1978).  
 
Several 1970s US publications (for example, Halleck 1976; Neal & Groat 1974; 
Stebbins 1975, cited by Gilbert 1982) raised the issue of the “psychological distance” 
that can develop between couples when one of the partners pursues a postgraduate 
degree and the other does not. Halleck (1976 p. 171) claimed that in consequence of 
the differences in their educational experiences there is ‘a gradual breakdown in parity 
of education, prestige, and status between the two partners’. The consequences of 
such a breakdown was articulated by Stebbins (1975, cited by Gilbert 1982 p. 132), 
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who found, ‘while  [student] husbands were developing academic involvement, their 
[non-student] wives were developing a perceived degree of social isolation’.28
 
 
In the following decade, Guy (1987 p. 41) also presented an argument that students 
may feel they are ‘growing away from their loved ones’ because of changing values, 
interests and opinions. These changes, Guy argues, can create an emotional gulf 
between partners that, in turn, leads to reduced intimacy, feelings of alienation and 
estrangement. Maynard and Pearsall (1994 p. 229) expressed a similar view of the 
effects of returning to higher education in general when they wrote ‘… the changing 
identity of the student … may pose a threat to the equilibrium of existing 
relationships’ while noting that pressures arising from the need to balance the 
demands of home and study were not the only sources of strain on a relationship. 
Relevant too, is Sori et al.’s (1996 p. 266) observation that despite the pressures a 
postgraduate student may feel, it can also be a time of rapid personal growth and 
development, which may leave non-student partners feeling ‘threatened or left behind’ 
if they perceive their own personal advances do not match those of their postgraduate 
student partner. Indeed, in concert with finding students ranked having ‘too little time 
for own marriage / family’ as their highest stressor and ‘too little energy for own 
marriage / family’ as their second highest stressor, Sori et al. (p. 265) also found 
partners were ‘often required to fill in the void left by a too-busy student / spouse’. A 
similar sentiment was reported in an earlier study by Rohr et al. (1985 p. 62), who 
observed that during postgraduate studies, students gather a ‘wealth of knowledge and 
confidence [that] is reflected in the command of a new language’ which can result in a 
partner feeling ‘left out’. Norton et al. (1998 p. 2) described the possible 
consequences of return to study in a dramatic way claiming, ‘Sometimes this effect is 
so potentially devastating that it has been likened to one of the partners having an 
affair’. 
 
                                                 
28 This may, in part, be explained by the requirement of many universities in the US that their married 
postgraduate students and spouses reside in married students’ accommodation. Scheinkman (1988) 
reiterated and added further explanation to Stebbins’ (cited by Gilbert 1982) comments by noting: 
          While the graduate student is from the very first moment involved in a world that is meaningful, the spouse 
           often relocates to the university community, giving up a job and community ties only because of a partner. 
           Consequently, at least for a period of time, the spouse may feel a sense of loss, social dislocation, and 
           disorientation (Scheinkman 1988 p. 354).  
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Focussing on the disconnection that can occur in asymmetrical relationships 
Scheinkman (1988 p. 351) reports, ‘when  … inherent difficulties are misconstrued 
and mishandled, dysfunctional sequences lead the couple into progressive 
disengagement’. She further notes, however, that in such cases, although 
dissatisfaction with the marriage typically increases, postgraduate students and their 
partners have a tendency to postpone discussions aimed at negotiating resolution of 
difficulties. As a result, there is usually intensification of the couple’s unhappiness, 
which is not surprising given that the lack of interaction and discussion means the 
relationship stays unchanged. She adds: 
 
The building tension in the marriage typically culminates in a crisis when a milestone in the 
[postgraduate] student’s course of work precipitates major disorganization of the system’ 
(Scheinkman 1988 p. 351).29
 
  
As for the lowest levels of marital satisfaction being experienced by couples in 
relationships where only the female is a student, several writers comment on the 
influence that gender role expectations, associated with women usually having been 
socialised to assume a more subordinate, supportive role in a marriage, may have at 
the undergraduate and postgraduate levels, particularly if the marriage has been fairly 
traditional prior to the wife embarking on postgraduate study30
                                                 
29 Milestones within the US postgraduate study context include transition points such as orals, 
preliminary examinations, graduation and employment; in the context of a PhD study program in 
Australia, significant transition points might include candidature approval, submission for examination, 
completion of examination process, graduation and employment.     
. A little more than a 
decade ago, Sori et al. (1996 pp. 266, 277) observed that male partners ‘are not 
socialized to place their wives’ developing professional needs before their own’ and 
hence they may find their situation stressful. Further, as well as resentment about 
having to provide support for his partner in non-traditional ways, a non-student male 
in an asymmetrical relationship may also resent his partner’s growing intellectual 
independence (Guldner 1978). Viewed from the alternative perspective but in keeping 
with the same underlying proposition, Feldman (1974) and Solmon (1976) report that 
some women can feel uncomfortable if they achieve a more advanced degree than 
their partners. Norton et al. (1998 p. 9) speculate that their finding that partner 
support, at the undergraduate level, was negatively related to the length of the 
relationship might indicate role-stereotyping in that ‘older couples are more 
comfortable with traditional wife/husband roles’. Relevant also is Wakeford’s (1994) 
30 At the undergraduate level, this phenomenon has been capture by filmmakers in the experiences of 
the eponymous character in the 1980s movie Educating Rita (Gilbert 1983).  
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view that mature women students may experience lower martial satisfaction because 
they perceive risks associated with the demands of study to their domestic 
relationship, whereas men do not. Maynard and Pearsall (1994 p. 234) concur; they 
found that the undergraduate, mature male student participants in their study 
‘frequently benefitted from a striking level of solidarity from their partners’ despite 
the disruption caused to their partners’ lives by their enrolment. 
 
Research is needed to gain better understanding of how the undertaking of doctoral 
study by one person in a couple relationship affects both the student and her or his 
partner as individuals in terms of each one’s sense of self, emotional well-being and 
marital satisfaction. Investigation of these issues in the context of the current study is 
important given that in response to an Australian government-led initiative (for 
example, Gillard 2007, 2008, 2009), and in keeping with overseas trends (for 
example, Association of American Colleges and Universities 2007; Düwert  2006; 
News@Princeton 2005), Australian universities have been proactive in developing 
policies and practices that contribute to their being “family-friendly” work 
environments (for example, Clayton 2003; University of Melbourne 2006).31
 
 
With respect to methodology, while earlier studies that considered the effects of 
asymmetry on students’ personal lives focussed on the experiences of male 
postgraduate students and their partners, during the 1970s and 1980s there was a 
pronounced shift to research examining undergraduate and postgraduate mature, 
female students’ and their partners’ experiences (Osborne, Charnley & Withnall 
1981). This shift reflected the changing student profile referred to above wherein there 
was a substantial increase in the number of mature-age women entering post-
secondary institutions in response to changing government policy and institutional 
initiatives. In 1994, Maynard and Pearsall (p. 229) drew attention to the lack of 
literature on the effects for students and their partners when men who have domestic 
responsibilities return to study. Yet, despite Maynard and Pearsall identifying the need 
to redress this imbalance, the field has continued to be dominated by research that 
                                                 
31 Attesting to importance of this issue in the current Australian context is that in 2008 and 2009 the 
Workplace Training Advisory Australia (WTAA) organised, and the University of New South Wales 
hosted, The Australian Family Friendly Workplace Seminar. Contributors to the program included: 
politicians, political advisors, academics, employer representatives and employee representatives. 
(WTAA & AFFWS 2009)    
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focuses on women students’ experiences. There is the opportunity when determining 
the sample for this study to be equally inclusive of both genders and to observe if 
gender does emerge as a factor which distinguishes how mid-career academics, and 
their partners, experience return to study at the doctoral level.  
 
Effects of absence of a significant other on stress levels experienced by 
postgraduate students   Given the emphasis in past research on how the roles of a 
postgraduate student and partner can be incompatible, and yet, seemingly 
contradictorily, that it has also been found that doctoral students rate family as their 
number one source of support (Broyles & Nye 1999; Riddle 2000), it is useful to also 
consider what past studies have shown when comparisons have been made between 
the experiences of those students who have, and those who do not have, a relationship 
with a significant other person.  
 
As for research that compared the experiences of postgraduate students who were in a 
committed relationship and those who were single, inconsistent conclusions have been 
reached. Fortune (1987) undertook a longitudinal study involving Master of Social 
Work students, in which the mean ages of the participants were 28.7 and 29.3 years 
respectively for the first and second year cohorts and found that students who were 
not in a committed relationship had higher stress levels than those who were in a 
committed relationship. Similarly, seven years later Hudson and O’Regan (1994) 
found postgraduate psychology students (Mean age = 36.8) who reported the highest 
level of stress were female students who were working full-time and not in a 
committed relationship. Hudson and O’Regan concluded this was perhaps attributable 
to work stresses and the lack of support from a significant other. This conclusion is 
endorsed by a general study (Van Fossen 1986) which found that spousal support 
decreased the likelihood of depressive symptoms for both men and women faced with 
parenting and workplace stressors. These results and those of related studies with 
undergraduate students (for example, Maynard & Pearsall 1994; Norton et al. 1998) 
raise the possibility that a marital or committed relationship can be a source of support 
for postgraduates, provided that both partners are successful in coping with the 
adjustments required for the demands of postgraduate study (Brannock et al. 2000).  
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In a study that focussed on the experiences of mature single male students returning to 
study who ranged in age from 21 to 70 years (Mean age = 37.9), Maynard and 
Pearsall (1994) found such students were disadvantaged because they lacked the 
economic and moral support that their married colleagues received. In his earlier 
study, Feldman too found, in the case of men, marriage or having a partner was 
complementary to the student role. With respect to shifts in partner-status Feldman 
(1974 p. 125) reported, ‘Losing … support through divorce [had] a negative effect on 
men’s performance in [post]graduate school.’.       
 
Not all studies, however, have found students who are single are at a greater risk of 
experiencing stress or other consequential difficulties. Mallinckrodt, Leong and Kralj 
(1989), for example, noted that single students and those who were married reported 
equivalent levels of stress and stress symptoms, suggesting that for their participants 
‘neither demographic situation conferred a stress experience or stress-coping 
advantage’ (p. 337). Feldman (1974), in taking a perspective that was outside the 
stress paradigm, looked at the effects of partner status on students’ study engagement 
and progress and found that, for women, marriage had a deleterious effect on the 
student role and that the least successful female students were those who attempted to 
combine the student and partner roles. He speculated that some women avoid the 
potential conflict between the role of a partner and a student by remaining single, 
while others ended their marriages (for example, Giles 1990). In a somewhat coolly 
detached fashion, Feldman commented, ‘The most successful women are those who 
are divorced – they have experienced the conflict and settled the problem by 
abandoning one major role’ (1974 p. 125).  
 
Given that consideration of the experiences of unpartnered doctoral students has 
received only scant attention and that most research which does consider the issue was 
conducted sometime ago, a study design which would enable this issue to emerge as 
important among a more contemporary sample of doctoral students appears timely. 
Related to this, with respect to the question of methodology, in keeping with an 
approach to sampling which is inclusive of both genders, both partnered and 
unpartnered academics will be purposefully chosen to participate in this study.  
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Effects of the presence of children on stress levels experienced by postgraduate 
students and their partners    Several studies have sought to determine the influence 
of the presence of children on couples’ relationships and on students’ stress. Recently 
Springer et al. (2009 p. 437; also see  Detore-Nakamura 2003; Gerber 2005; Jirón-
King 2005; O’Reilly 2002) asserted, ‘Having a child or raising a family while trying 
to complete … a dissertation introduces new barriers to an already difficult and often 
overwhelming process’ while an earlier study by McRoy and Fisher (1982 p. 39) 
noted, ‘it could be speculated that the presence of children contributed to marital 
dissatisfaction’. However, in keeping with Gerson’s (1985) observation that a set of 
circumstances has a range of potential outcomes, Scheinkman (1988 p. 353) has 
noted, with reference to postgraduate students’ family circumstances, ‘[c]ouples with 
children have the additional task of parenting. Raising children can either add more 
stress or it may pull the couple closer together.’32
 
 In addition, Polson and Nida (1998), 
who investigated the experiences of Master’s and doctoral students studying in 
Marriage and Family Therapy programs in the US, found that postgraduate students 
with children indicated their experience to be highly stressful while those without 
children were less stressed. Related to this, Mallinckrodt et al. (1989) reported that 
day care is important for graduate students with children and that lack of day care 
promotes stress, especially for women.  
Racusin and Abramowitz (1987) and Hudson and O’Regan (1994), however, found no 
significant differences in the stress levels reported by postgraduate students with 
children and those without children. Sori et al.’s (1996) study supported this finding, 
but also found that partners of students with children reported the most stress. Further, 
they found that the experience of stress by partners correlated positively with the 
number of children. To explain this, Sori et al. (1996) speculate that students managed 
their stress by focussing on meeting study requirements and thus abdicating primary 
responsibility for their children to their partners. While their results indicate that most 
postgraduate students who are parents do not experience much more stress than those 
who are childless, most postgraduate students expressed guilt feelings over not having 
enough time or energy for their children. Hooper (1979), Sales et al. (1980), Van 
                                                 
32 As noted above, this comment was echoed ten years later by Norton et al. (1998 p. 2) in their British 
study of returning mature age students, when they noted also that while the combined pressures of full-
time study, domestic and family responsibilities may provoke a familial crisis in a student’s life, such 
crises can sometimes strengthen a couple’s relationship.  
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Meter and Agronow (1982) and Kelly (1987) also found students, especially mothers, 
experience guilt over “abandoning” their children and conflict about societal 
expectations regarding characteristics of a good mother.  
 
Maynard and Pearsall (1994 p. 232) found that mature students who were mothers 
were likely to defer entry into higher education ‘until they were satisfied that their 
children no longer required their continuous presence in the home’. Likewise Kelly 
(1987) reported of her return to study female students: 
 
[Some] women … had made the decision to be at home full time until their last child went to 
school. Their behaviour had received social approval, and they remained convinced that it had 
been the best action for their family, and indirectly for them too. (p. 30)  
 
Research is needed to determine if constraints arising from concerns about meeting 
one’s perceived familial obligations to older children, and indeed to parent/s-in-law 
and/or partners, can influence the time chosen by those in their mid-life to re-enter 
education at the doctoral level where the demands on one’s time and energy are 
considerable. 
 
Among the studies noted here, Racusin and Abramowitz (1987 p. 189) suggest that 
student marital stress may be attributable to professional socialisation in general (also 
see Rohr et al. 1985; Springer et al. 2009) and to role conflicts associated with the 
developmental challenges of middle adulthood. With respect to this, the authors note 
Levinson’s (1988) postulate of Age Thirty Transition, which he presents as being a 
significant developmental phase in which individuals subject their decisions regarding 
career, marriage, children and life style to intense scrutiny. Racusin and Abramowitz 
argue this developmental phase is particularly pertinent to their study because the 
mean age of their sample was slightly over 31, and they therefore speculated that 
these parallel developmental conflicts ‘may have characterised’ (p. 188) their 
participants’ struggles to integrate work, family and study demands.  
 
This raises the general question as to the significance of the age profile of the 
participants across the various studies which cover the range of issues that are 
described in this chapter. While not all studies provide information on participants’ 
age range or distribution in terms of mean and standard deviation, those that do so 
show a trend for studies to focus on the experiences of cohorts who are somewhat, but 
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not significantly, younger than those candidates who are the focus of this 
investigation.33
 
 Although most previous studies have included some students who 
were into their 50s or beyond, the mean age of the participants in these studies has 
been predominantly between 31 and 39 years. Further research, therefore, is needed to 
determine the experiences of combining postgraduate study and family life for 
students who are in later stages of their life cycles in general and their working lives 
in particular, as it cannot be assumed that studies into younger cohorts’ experiences 
necessarily reflect those of older students. 
As to what can be learned from the research methods used in studies into the effects 
of the presence of children, Racusin and Abramowitz’ (1987) reflections on the 
shortcomings of the design of their study reiterate, and further justify, the need for in-
depth interview-based qualitative research into the interplay between student life and 
familial relationships. Racusin and Abramowitz investigated the experiences of 
married students, almost half of whom had children,34
                                                 
33 For example, in Bergen and Bergen’s 1978 study 75% of the respondents were aged 21-29 years (n = 
327 couples); in Gerson’s (1985) study the mean age of the participants was 36.6 years (SD = 5.5, n = 
56) and the age range was 30-50 years; in Gruver and Labadie’s (1975) study the mean ages of the 
participants was 24 years (female) and 25.6 years (male); in Hudson and O’Regan’s (1994) study the 
mean age of the participants was 36.8 years (SD = 7.8, n = 156) and the age range was 23-58 years; in 
Mallinckrodt and Leong’s (1992) study 17% of the participants were < 25, 58% were 35-30 and 25% 
>30;  in Polson and Nida’s (1998) study the mean age of the participants was 38 years (SD = 8.6, n = 
329) and the age range was 22 to 66;  Racusin and Abramowitz’ (1987) study the mean age of the 
participants was 31.3 years (SD n.a, n = n.a.) and the age range was n.a; in Sori et al.’s (1996) study the 
mean age of the student participants was 35 years (SD = n.a., n = 145) and the age range was 22 to 59, 
the mean age of the spouse participants was 36 years (SD = n.a., n = 145) and the age range was 20 to 
71; in Suitor’s (1987a) study the mean age of the students was 36 (n = 44) and age range was 25 to 50 
years, the mean age of their husbands was 39 (n = 33) and the age range 26 to 53. Note that the 
inconsistencies in the way the data are presented here reflect inconsistencies in the way the studies have 
reported the information. 
 studying in Mental Health 
programs in the US. They used a battery of four psychometric tests, two of which 
students completed twice, once on their own behalf, and once to reflect their 
perceptions of their partners’ perceptions and behaviours. These quantitative standard 
instruments were administered over a ten-month period and the completion of each 
required approximately two hours. Across a range of areas of interest to the 
researchers, no significant findings emerged. Racusin and Abramowitz suggested that 
this was attributable to a number of conceptual and methodological flaws associated 
with their approach. For example, they note that: the dependent measures they 
employed, ‘[d]espite their reasonable psychometric properties … may have been 
34 The study involved 29 married students, 14 (41%) of whom had children. 
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insufficiently sensitive to subtle affective nuances of marital life’; the inclusion of 
data from students’ partners, rather than on their behalf, ‘would have allowed for 
another point of view’35
 
; and ‘intensive interviewing might have circumvented’ the 
researchers’ concerns that students were perhaps reluctant to report symptoms of 
marital stress on ‘paper-and-pencil instruments’ and thus tended toward socially 
desirable responses  (Racusin & Abramowitz 1987 p. 188).    
Also critical of their own approach are Polson and Nida, who conducted a large-scale 
survey involving 329 participants with a ‘restricted range of variables’. They point out 
the limitations of their approach by noting: 
 
We freely acknowledge that these data are preliminary and selective in scope. These data do not 
provide a complete understanding of the complex issues related to stress, which may exist on a 
deeper level than frequency data show. (1998 p. 2) 
 
They add, though, that despite the tentative nature of their data, the study’s findings 
provide beginning focal points for further investigation into specific aspects of 
postgraduate study stressors.  
 
Further, while Polson and Nida’s (1998) study involved determining if there were 
differences in the experiences between students who had only one or two children 
compared with those who had three or more (also see Hudson & O’Regan 1994; Sori 
et al. 1996), they did not link their findings to the ages of the children. Indeed, little 
mention is made across the literature of the ages of the children, although the mean 
number of children in students’ families is often provided (for example, Fortune 
1987). Suitor (1987a) limited her sample to students who had at least one child under 
the age of 18 living at home. Suitor explains that her strategy was devised to ensure 
that her female student participants would have substantial responsibilities at home, as 
well as at university. It appears, therefore, that there is a need for research that 
provides insight into the effects on postgraduate students’ experiences of parenting 
across a range of children’s ages.   
 
                                                 
35 This limitation is also applicable to Maynard and Pearsall’s (1994 p. 230) study wherein during in-
depth interviews ‘students were asked about the effects that their entry into higher education and had 
had on those close to them, and the reactions of these people to these changes’.  
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While as described in detail above, Suitor (1987a) employed in-depth interviews to 
ascertain the perspectives of first-year female students and their husbands on the 
effects of return to study on aspects of family life, she did not seek to augment these 
data with data gathered directly from their children. Instead, Suitor draws on 
comments made by the couples to report the “assumed” perspectives of the children. 
For example, she writes, ‘[H]usbands of full-time students focussed on the ways in 
which the enrollment had disrupted their family lives during the year’ (p. 321) and 
supports this assertion with the following quotation:  
 
[The children] saw so much less of her that they resented it definitely. And I had to explain 
and re-explain, you know, where she was and why she was in the library at night. (p. 321)  
 
Ballmer and Cozby (1975, cited by Hooper 1979) used a similar approach. They 
interviewed both return to study women entering, and established in their courses and 
their husbands. As to the effects on the children, based on their parents’ assumptions, 
Ballmer and Cozby claimed that the children benefited from the mother being in 
school because the children’s interest in education increased and they felt greater 
respect for their mother. As was the case with Suitor’s (1987a) study, confirmation of 
these perspectives as truly indicative of their thinking, however, was not sought from 
the children.  
 
An investigation by Kelly (1987) into the experiences of families when women 
returned to undergraduate study at two Australian teacher-training institutions also 
drew on data provided by couples to describe the effects on their children. Kelly 
points to this being problematic, but also defends the strategy, writing:  
 
As children were not interviewed – because there were 102 of them in the families in the study 
and they ranged in age from 12 months to 22 years – we can’t assume that they would 
necessarily agree with their parents’ assessments in every instance. But, even with this 
proviso, these types of measures can provide useful insights into family dynamics. (p. 78)  
  
Indeed, there are only two known published studies (Hooper 1979; Katz 1976) and 
one known unpublished study (Parelman 1974, cited by Hooper 1979) that have 
sought the perspectives of the children, from the children, on the issue of their mothers 
returning to study. As (i) there are so few studies that have directly involved children 
participants; (ii) these studies were conducted at least than three decades ago; (iii) 
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none involved male students;36
  
 (iv) there was only a limited representation of students 
studying at a postgraduate level; and, (v) the findings for those enrolled in 
postgraduate programs were not distinguished from those enrolled in undergraduate 
programs, there is a current need for research on the topic that is inclusive of children 
participants. A study that is focussed on returning doctoral students in mid and later 
phases of life provides a valuable opportunity for conducting research that 
investigates the perspectives of their children, particularly in families where the 
children are old enough to articulate their experiences on their own behalf. The study 
undertaken for this investigation took advantage of this opportunity.  
Interactions between parents, parents-in-law and postgraduate students    Only a 
very small number of studies were found which made reference to postgraduate 
students’, or indeed students in any tertiary education programs, relationships with 
their parents and parents-in-law. Two examples from the 1970s are studies by Gruver 
and Labadie (1975) and Bergen and Bergen (1978). Imbedded in one of the two 
survey instruments that Gruver and Labadie (1975) used in their quantitative study of 
married students’ experiences enrolled in a range of undergraduate and postgraduate 
courses in the US, were what the authors described as ‘six in-law items’. Of their 
findings with respect to these items they noted briefly:     
 
‘Trouble with in-laws’ ranked as the sixth most common source of dissatisfaction [of 11 
clusters of items] among married students. Wives complained most often that husbands did 
not like the wives’ parents. Husbands felt that this problem was equal in severity to the 
difficulty of too little time to spend with parents. Meddling mothers-in-law were seen as a 
problem by less than five percent of the respondents. (p. 457)    
  
Bergen and Bergen’s (1978 p. 245) study, three years later, was similar in that the 
students were also enrolled in a range of undergraduate and postgraduate courses in 
the US and that participants completed two questionnaires. However, it differed in 
that data were gathered from both married students and their partners. As to the 
students’ and their partners’ relationship with their parents and parents-in-law, Bergen 
and Bergen’s report of their findings is, as was Gruver and Labadie’s, minimal. They 
comment, ‘[O]ne of every three couples disagree about parents and in-laws’ (p. 247) 
                                                 
36 Relevant here is Maher et al.’s (2004 p. 388) comment, ‘[I]t should be noted that students who 
encounter marital or family problems during their doctoral work often experience additional duress, 
regardless of gender. 
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and that almost 25 per cent of couples relied on their parents or parents-in-law for 
financial assistance.  
 
In the following decade, Billson and Terry (1982) and Piorkowski (1983) found that 
both female and male undergraduate college students received more emotional 
support from parents who had attended college than from parents who had not, and 
that adult offspring’s college enrolment often created tension across generations in 
families in which parents were poorly educated. Several researchers in the 1980s 
(Sansing 1983, cited by Suitor 1987b; Spreadbury 1983; Suitor 1987b) raised the 
issue of how return to study can affect mother/daughter relations in particular. Sansing 
found that among her small sample of 14 undergraduate returning students whose 
mothers were living, seven claimed to receive emotional support from them, and that 
none of the students reported that their mother/daughter relationship had been affected 
by the return to school. Spreadbury, who asked a general question with reference to 
support from ‘friends, neighbours and relatives’ (p. 28) as a group that presumably 
included mothers, reported that 66 per cent of these associates reacted positively to 
the respondents’ decision to return to school.  
 
Suitor’s  later research built on that of Sansing (1983, cited by Suitor 1987b) and 
Spreadbury (1983), which established empirically that there is variation in mothers’ 
responses to their daughters’ return to education at a tertiary level. Suitor interviewed 
female students studying first year in undergraduate university courses in the US who 
ranged in age from 25 to 50 years (Mean = 36) about their relationship with their 
mothers since returning to study. The students’ mothers ranged in age from 51-79 
years (Mean = 63); approximately one third were widowed and the remainder were 
currently married. Nine of the mothers had not completed high school, 20 were high 
school graduates, four had completed one and three years of college, and four were 
college graduates.  
 
In summary, Suitor (1987b) found, as anticipated, that the mothers’ education level 
affected their attitudes towards their daughters’ return to study in that well-educated 
mothers approved while less-educated mothers disapproved, and that mothers who 
had attended college were more likely to have been used as confidants than were 
mothers who had not completed high school. However, contrary to expectations, 
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Suitor found mothers’ educational attainment was not consistently related to their 
provision of instrumental support in the form of, for example, baby-sitting, shopping, 
transportation and money, particularly for books or tuition. Also unexpected was the 
finding that the frequency of interaction declined slightly over the year among 
mother/daughter pairs in which the mothers were well educated and was unchanged 
among pairs in which mothers were less educated. Suitor suggests the reason for this 
unanticipated finding might be that well-educated mothers were more understanding 
and accepting of the situation wherein study obligations would encroach on their time 
together, while uneducated mothers were less prepared to make allowances and 
insisted that frequency of contact be maintained at pre-enrolment levels.        
 
Writing in the same year as Suitor, Kelly (1987) reported on an aspect of her wider 
research which considered not only mother/daughter relations but returning female 
students’ relationships with their fathers, mothers-in-law, and fathers-in-law, as 
discrete interactions within the extended family. Kelly alerts her readers to the 
potential importance of extended family members’ responses to women’s return to 
study by highlighting the function of the family as a social and cultural institution; she 
asserts: 
 
The majority of people in our society maintain some kind of contact with their parents and 
relationships with them continue to be important throughout their lives. They look to family 
members for affection, company, loyalty and support – both practical and moral. Women who 
return to study are no different. And in many cases they have a greater need for support, in all 
its forms. Depending on whether they offer support and encouragement or criticism and 
discouragement, the parents of the mature-age student can make the student’s task of studying 
all the harder or easier. (p. 119)  
 
Drawing on data gathered during interviews with mature-age returning female 
students and their partners, Kelly found with respect to their mothers, as did Sansing 
(1983, cited by Suitor 1987b), Spreadbury (1983) and Suitor (1987b), a range of 
responses. For example, although most were accepting of enrolment simply because it 
was what their daughters wanted to do, even though they did not really comprehend 
what their daughters’ studies involved, there were also some who ‘were completely 
opposed’ or made their ‘lack of interest … apparent’ (p. 119; also see Edwards 
199337
                                                 
37 In her later study, Edwards (1993) noted: 
). Such reactions, Kelly reports, typically caused conflict and, in consequence, 
[Some] women ‘sensed’ an unexpected censure rather than anything being directly said to them. Parents 
could withdraw, or not offer practical support to the women because of their disapproval. (p. 123)  
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a deterioration of the mother/daughter relationship for participants in her study. 
Regarding the returning women’s fathers, as was the case with mother/daughter 
relationships, for the most part, father/daughter relationships were unchanged by their 
enrolment. However, in the instances where there was a change, it was likely to have 
been for the worse, rather than for the better. Kelly noted particularly that participants 
in her study ‘found it hard to tolerate the jibes and criticisms from their fathers and 
resolved the problem by markedly reducing the amount of contact they had with 
them’ (p. 126). Kelly acknowledges that parents-in-law too can be an important 
presence in the life of a mature-age female student; she notes, ‘In-laws can also either 
pose a further problem for returnees or be an additional source of support (p. 126). 
She found mothers-in-law reacted in much the same way as did mothers, that is, in a 
variety of ways. Some were supportive. Some were hostile to the idea in the 
beginning, but came to accept it. Others did not adjust to the idea. Just as some 
mothers were ambivalent, so were some of the mothers-in-law. As to fathers-in-law, 
Kelly found some made similarly blatant negative statements about the women 
becoming students to those of fathers, and that no father-in-law was actively 
supportive of a returnee’s endeavours to meet her obligations across a number of 
roles. The instances cited by Kelly of across-generational tensions are reminiscent of 
dual career couples in the studies of Bebbington (1973) and Johnston and Johnston 
(1977) wherein family ties were gradually undermined when senior family members 
were unsympathetic or critical of adult off-spring’s chosen life style.  
 
In contrast to Suitor’s (1987b) study in which she argues that mothers’ negative 
attitudes appear to have contributed to some women withdrawing from their course 
during their first year, Kelly (1987) found that lack of parental support did not lead to 
any of the returnees seriously considering abandoning their studies. With regard to 
this, Kelly notes:  
 
[Many] women in my research found it difficult to convince parents and in-laws, particularly 
mothers-in-law, that return to study was a valid and responsible course of action for women 
with a husband and children. As a consequence, when returnees were frowned upon by 
parents, or in-laws – or anyone really, they tended to make the same response; they minimised 
the number of times that they had to see them and applied themselves more vigorously to their 
work. They made it clear that they felt it would have been pleasant and helpful to have had 
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support and kind words rather than opposition and harsh words, but in the final analysis, how 
other people felt about the enterprise was largely irrelevant.  (p. 130)    
 
A possible reason for this discrepancy between the two studies’ findings is that unlike 
participants in Suitor’s study, about half of those in Kelly’s had previously trained as 
a teacher. Hence, these students may have entered their courses having previously 
developed effective conflict coping skills. Further, their experiences may have 
contributed to all participants in Kelly’s study being more resilient to parents’ 
potentially undermining comments and behaviours since those who had not studied 
previously may have found the day-to-day contact with experienced mature-age return 
students, assisted them to develop a resolve to persist with their studies, despite 
parental opposition.     
 
In the early 1990s, Edwards (1993) described her study into the experiences of mature 
women at various stages of Social Science degrees at English tertiary institutions. 
While her sample of 31 consisted mostly of undergraduates, eight were postgraduates. 
As with previous related qualitative studies, female students participated in loosely 
structured interviews and were asked to comment on their parents’ attitudes to their 
enrolment. Edwards found: 
 
[T]he parents of the mature woman students … appeared to see the women’s education as in 
some way threatening to their relationship with their partners, and also with their children. … 
Usually mothers or mothers-in-law [worried] over the women’s supposed actual or potential 
neglect of their partners and children. (p. 123) 
 
In addition, some participants said their parents questioned why they were not happy 
to stay at home and look after their families, or to continue in the jobs they previously 
held. Some participants felt no account was taken by their parents of their student 
demands and responsibilities because their parents’ expectations of them appeared to 
remain the same; for example, they showed displeasure that the students were no 
longer as available to spend time visiting them or doing things for them as before 
enrolment. As to conversations about the content of their studies, even if parents were 
willing only very few students felt that they could discuss what they were learning 
with their parents. This was because the students believed the issues and concepts 
involved were beyond their parents’ comprehension. Some participants, however, 
reported positive outcomes for their parent/daughter relations arising from their 
enrolment; many felt that their parents were pleased that they were doing something 
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to improve their life chances and that they were proud of them. Several appreciated 
that their supportive parents lived nearby and were willing to provide practical 
support with, for example, baby sitting and housework.  
 
Research is needed which is focussed specifically on how study at the doctoral level 
affects the cross-generational relations of both male and female mature students, who 
have previously studied extensively and have established careers, and their parents 
and parents-in-law. Intuitively it would seem that the demands of study for the 
highest, higher degree (Green 1977 p. 1235; Rudd & Simpson 1975) during one’s 
middle adult years may well bring with it considerable disruption to established 
extended family interactions and routines, particularly with one’s parents and parents-
in-law. It is, therefore, apposite to include information on the perspectives of the 
senior generation in a study concerned with exploring the interplay between the 
experiences of doctoral education and familial life.       
 
With respect to the methods used to collect and analyse data in the studies described 
here, first, despite the considerable time and effort that some the researchers devoted 
to the extensive application of various approaches to the analysis of numerical 
information gathered in the quantitative studies, the outcomes are disappointing for 
those interested in meaningful insights. For example, referring to their strategies for 
data management, Bergen and Bergen (1978) note: 
 
Statistical analyses of coded data included frequency distributions, measures of central 
tendency and dispersion, chi-square tests of independence, least squares analysis variance, and 
Fisher’s LSD test of multiple comparisons. (p. 246)   
 
yet, as with Racusin and Abramowitz’ (1987) study discussed previously, and as is 
evident in the account given above, no significant findings emerged. Hence, again the 
appropriateness of a qualitative approach to data collection for the current 
investigation is reinforced. Second, as to the earlier studies that did use a qualitative 
approach, each used information provided by either female students alone or female 
students and their partners to ascertain and report on how parents responded, in terms 
of attitudes and behaviours, to their mature daughters’ enrolment. The exclusion of 
parents from direct involvement in the studies is reminiscent of the approach used in 
most studies that purported to include information on children’s reactions to return to 
study by their mothers. Given the general lack of interest in the past in the theme of 
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how return to study affects, and is affected by, the cross-generational combination of 
mature-age students and their parents and the somewhat narrow approach to data 
sources used in the studies that have been done, there is a current need for research on 
the topic that is inclusive of the perspectives of candidates’ parents and parents-in-law 
gathered directly from them. 
 
In summary, in response to this review of relevant general literature and past research 
literature, it has been established that there is a need for an empirical investigation 
into ‘what is the interplay between the experience of doctoral education and 
candidates’ familial relationships when candidates are mid and late-career academics 
employed in Australian universities?’ that (i) reflects the broader structural shift in the 
Australian higher education system which has brought with it imperatives for 
underqualified academics to complete a doctorate, (ii) is theoretically informed and 
(iii) enables various members of the family to speak on their own behalf regarding 
their perspectives and experiences, and thus provides a base for triangulation of 
information and consequently a greater confidence in the accuracy of the findings, 
conclusions and recommendations. 
 
With reference to studies described in this review of literature on previous research, in 
Chapter 3 the theoretical framework used for this investigation is explained in detail.  
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Chapter 3   Establishing the theoretical perspective and framework for 
the investigation  
 
Introduction 
Reflecting on their extensive experience in family research, Gale and Vetere (1987) 
wrote: 
 
Why are theories necessary in family research? Some of our earlier work was consciously atheoretical 
… .  However, once we had … learned to appreciate the drawbacks of the technique we were 
developing, it became apparent that theory was needed to guide our observations. Theory was essential 
to help us identify those aspects of family life upon which observers should focus, thereby reducing the 
burden of processing a constant stream of social events. (p. 34)   
 
In keeping with this perspective, to give focus, coherence and rigour to this investigation, 
a theoretical framework appropriate to the general research question was sought.1 This 
chapter begins with a brief overview of the main theoretical orientations that were used 
either implicitly or explicitly in the research described in Chapter 2 and other relevant 
literature2
 
. Comments are made on the potential for aspects of these theories to contribute 
to the current study and on their strengths and weaknesses. Against this background, the 
theoretical perspective and the specific theoretical model chosen to guide this 
investigation are described and their choice justified. Details of how these subsequently 
influenced the formulation of the study’s detailed research questions and the development 
of the methodology are described in Chapter 4.  
While a striking feature of much of the research literature described in Chapter 2, and 
other associated research, is that it lacks direct references to underpinning theories (for 
example, Hooper 1979; Kirk & Dorfman 1983), or that it makes only brief references to 
theory (for example, Gray 1983; Suitor 1987b; Van Meter & Agronow 1982)3
                                                          
1 This involved, in the first instance, careful study of the literature on previously conducted, related research 
for not only information on studies’ purposes, samples, methodologies, findings and recommendations, but 
also for references to their theoretical underpinnings and the subsequent exploration of literature devoted to 
family theories. 
, in a 
number of cases a more fulsome discussion of theory (for example, Fortune 1987; Gerson 
1985; Gray 1979; Suitor 1987a) is provided, with a section of the text being specifically 
2 Including, for example, literature that describes the consequences when professional women combine 
family and work roles, such as Glazer and Waehrer (1977); Gray (1979, 1983); Mason, Czajka and Arber 
(1976); and, Stryker and Macke (1978), in contrast to that which describes the consequences when adult 
students combine family and student roles.     
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dedicated to a description of a theoretical framework.4 Whether implicit in the reporting 
of various investigations’ impetus, design and findings, or explicitly stated, what emerges 
when the individual studies are considered as a body of work is the consistent deference 
to notions of “role theory”5 which are premised on the idea that within societal structures 
individuals have a repertoire of roles6 which they enact as they go about their daily lives.7
 
 
Given that both the student role and the family member role are (i) ‘culturally-favored 
roles’ (Marks 1977 p. 932) and (ii) associated with specific and distinctive institutional 
and societal expectations, the prevalent use of role theory in these past studies is not 
surprising. Indeed, so persuasive is the rationale for the suitability of role theory for 
understanding individuals’ and groups’ experiences of combining significant life roles, it 
was adopted as the principle guiding theoretical orientation for the current investigation. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
3 This observation is not necessarily unique to research relevant to this investigation. Indeed, Hart (1998 p. 
11) wrote that a problem research students face when reviewing a body of literature ‘is there is often a lack 
of explicitness’.   
4 Note, the publication dates of these examples, as discussed more fully in Chapter 2, reflect the period in 
which reseachers were most active in exploring the effects of student life on family life for older adults. 
This trend itself reflected the then contemporary phenomena of changing student demographics in 
consequence of older people being encouraged to return to study to (re)train (Gerson 1985; Hooper 1979; 
Kirk & Dorfman 1983; Suitor 1987a) and increased opportunities and/or pressures for students to 
participate in postgraduate study. This was particularly so in the United States, where it was recognised that 
in professional areas such as (i) marriage and family therapy and (ii) social work, ‘[t]he role of a graduate 
student can be stressful particularly … where the development of professional self often entails anxiety 
producing self-discovery’ (Fortune 1987 p. 81). In addition, in 1982 Gilbert and Holahan observed, 
‘Because of changing attitudes and other social forces, increasing numbers of women and men are actively 
fulfilling the roles of worker, spouse and parent’ and hence declared that there was a need for more studies 
that ‘… investigated strategies for dealing with the conflicting demands of work and family roles’ (p. 636).  
5 This observation is consistent with that made by Edwards (1993 p. 10); she wrote, ‘By far the majority of 
the studies that discuss the effects of study on domestic life seem to be, implicitly or explicitly, organized 
around the idea of roles, role strain and role conflict.’  
6 Two publications make valuable contributions to our understandings of the concept of role. Following 
Gross, Mason and McEachern (1958), Merton (1957) and Sieber (1974 p. 569) defined a role as, ‘a pattern 
of expectations which apply to a particular social position and which normally persist independently of the 
personalities occupying the position’, while Burr, Leigh, Randall and Constantine (1979) defined roles as:  
More or less integrated sets [original emphasis] of social norms that are distinguishable from other sets of 
norms that constitute other roles. Social norms [original emphasis] are beliefs or expectations that people 
ought or ought not to behave in certain ways. These normative beliefs are situational in that we believe people 
ought to do things at certain times and under appropriate conditions. Therefore, behaviour that is appropriate 
in one role may be inappropriate in another role. (p. 54)    
7 Note, studies were categorised as making implicit reference to role theory if they used expressions that 
included “role” but did not discuss the term more fully in the context of theory or with explicit reference to 
theorists. For example, Hooper (1979) refers to the “student role” several times and Kirk and Dorfman 
(1983) use the terms “student role” and “role strain” numerous times and “homemaker role”, “role 
demands” and “multiple roles” once each, without further discussion. Gray (1983) names Goode (1960) but 
does not draw attention to the significance of his contribution as a theorist. In contrast were studies such as 
those of Gerson (1985) and Suitor (1987a). Both authors devoted a sizable portion of their papers to 
explicating the theories that underpinned their research. Attesting to the emphasis Gerson gives to theory, is 
this transitional statement which links the introduction to the body of the article, ‘We briefly review the 
literature on multiple roles and gender-role conflict, the theoretical framework for this investigation, before 
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The discussion will now briefly highlight two significant developments in role theory that 
give insight into why it appealed to past researchers and why an analytical model which 
incorporated key aspects of role theory was chosen for this study. The first of these 
developments was a theory of role strain proposed by Goode (1960). The second was a 
theory of role accumulation, of which Sieber (1974) was a main proponent.   
 
Introducing role strain theory 
Background 
Following early theoretical and empirical work by other researchers, including Gross, 
Mason and McEachern (1958), Levinson (1959), Merton (1957), Parsons (1951) and 
Toby (1952), all of whom associate multiple role incumbencies with stress, strain and 
conflict (Gerson 1985 p. 78; Sieber 1974 p. 567), building on what he described as ‘the 
well-known notion that societal structures are made up of roles’, Goode (1960 p. 494) 
proposed a theory of “role strain”.8 Goode has been chosen as the beginning point for this 
discussion of relevant theory because this publication has been particularly influential in 
guiding the work of other researchers and theorists9 over a sustained period 10,11
                                                                                                                                                                             
moving to a discussion of the research design’ (1985 p. 78). Suitor too devotes a subsection of her paper, 
headed ‘Theoretical Framework’ to a discussion of theory (1987a pp. 312-4). 
 and 
because he has been acknowledged (for example, Fortune 1987; Gerson 1985; Sarbin & 
Allen 1968; Sieber 1974; Thoits 1983) as a particular supporter of the view, held by 
social theorists, as indicated above, since at least the early 1950s, ‘that multiple 
relationships with diverse role partners is a source of psychological stress and social 
instability’ (Sieber 1974 p. 567). While Goode draws on language and concepts used in 
8 Attesting to the high esteem with which Goode’s work on role theory development was regarded, his 
refinement of the Theory of Role Strain was supported by (i) a grant from the National Institute of Mental 
Health (No. 2526-S) and (ii) critical comment from acclaimed colleagues also active in the area of social 
theory including Etzioni, Galtung, Merton, Page, Zelditch and Zetterberg (Goode 1960 p. 483n). 
9 Those who defer to his work (see footnotes 9 and 10 below for examples) do so for a range of reasons. 
Some accept his general theory and mount theoretical arguments to support and refine it; some accept his 
theory and apply it to their empirical research; others challenge his theory through theoretical argument 
and/or empirical studies.  
10 As evidenced by numerous citations and reference listings (for example, Barnett & Baruch 1985; Coser & 
Rokoff 1971; Fortune 1987; Gerson 1985; Gove 1972; Gray 1979, 1983; Hall 1972; Kirk & Dorfman 1983; 
Lusk & Miller 1985; Marks 1977; Sieber 1974; Stryker & Macke 1978) and references to those who 
themselves have been influenced by Goode (1960), such as Hall (1972), who subsequently influenced the 
work of  many others including: Dyk (1987); Gilbert, Gallessich and Evans (1983) Gilbert and Holahan 
(1982); Gilbert and Rachlin (1987); Gray (1983); Kopelman, Greenhaus and Connolly (1983); and, Van 
Meter and Agronow (1982).   
11 In 1977, Marks commented on the significance and sway of Goode’s publication when he listed him as 
the first of three theorists whose works were highly regarded by others. He wrote:  
The linking of the scarcity approach with theories is best seen in three highly influential works: Goode 
(1960), Slater (1963) and Coser (1974). All three have posed rather general theories which others have often 
borrowed to theoretically ground a wide range of more specific empirical researchers. (Marks 1977 p. 922) 
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psychology and economics12
 
 to mount a detailed, complex explanation of his theory of 
role strain, the following outline presents a distillation of the main points to highlight 
those elements that are most relevant to this investigation.  
Basic tenets of role strain theory 
Subscribing to ‘the general view that institutions are made up of role relationships’ 
(Goode 1960 p. 483) and that ‘all individuals take part in many different [original 
emphasis] role relationships, for each of which there will be somewhat different 
obligations’ (p. 485), Goode maintained:  
 
The individual is … likely to face a wide, distracting, and sometimes conflicting array of role 
obligations. If he [or she] conforms fully or adequately in one direction, fulfilment will be difficult 
in another … He [or she] cannot meet all ... demands to the satisfaction of all the persons who are 
part of his [or her] total role network. Role strain - difficulty in meeting given role demands - is 
therefore normal. (p. 485)      
 
As a consequence of an ‘individual’s total role obligations [being] over-demanding’ (p. 
485) and it not being possible for anyone to fully meet all of the unique demands made on 
them, Goode believed that people continually select from alternative role behaviours in 
order to reduce their role strain. He argued that people use “role decisions” and “role 
bargains” in an effort to manage the many demands that confront them. He claimed that 
these decisions and bargains affect ‘the allocation of role performances to all institutions 
of the society’ (p. 483) such as the workplace, educational institutions, corporations, 
religious organisations and the family. Goode likened this decision and bargaining 
process to that of economic decisions in relation to the allocation of scarce resources. He 
wrote, ‘In his [or her] personal role system, the individual faces the same problem he [or 
she] faces in his [or her] economic life: he [or she] has limited resources to be allocated 
among alternative ends’ (p. 487).13
  
 The role performances that others provide are what 
individuals receive in exchange for their role performances. Among the factors that will 
determine the extent of individuals’ power when bargaining are (i) their social rank and 
(ii) the importance of the task they are to perform. 
                                                          
12 In 1960, Goode justified his choice of economic terms and concepts with the argument, ‘[E]conomic 
theory may be a fruitful source of sociological ideas, because its theoretical structure is more advanced than 
that of sociology.’. He however noted also, in relation to his work, ‘[E]conomic vocabulary and ideas are 
mainly used in the … analysis for clarity of presentation, and the correctness of the propositions which are 
developed … is independent of the possible homologs in economics’ (pp. 487-8).   
13 With respect to role relationships, among these scarce resources Goode (1960) named “role energies”, 
time, emotions, and goods, and designated these a person’s “role obligations”. 
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According to Goode (1960), the process of role bargaining is inescapable and complex 
because everyone requires some role performance from others, and while it is in a 
person’s interests, in attempting to reduce personal role strain, to demand as much as 
possible and perform as little as possible, this is also true of others; hence, there are limits 
on how advantageous a role bargain an individual can make.  
 
Further factors which impinge on one’s experiences of role strain 
Beyond the immediate role relationship of two “role partners”, Goode (1960) claimed, is 
a network of roles with which one or both interact; these “third parties” have either a 
direct or indirect interest in any two role partners’ arrangements. In other words, a 
person’s role pattern is held in place in part by role pressures from others. Hence the role 
relationship between a doctoral student and her or his family will be influenced by the 
behaviours undertaken in association with the student role and vice versa. In the context 
of this investigation, of interest is the exploration of the effects on role performance when 
a person combines three significant roles, those of a doctoral student, a career academic 
and a family member.  
 
With particular reference to Merton’s (1957) work, embedded in Goode’s (1960 pp. 485-
6) discussion also is the idea of “role sets”; that is, the notion that people, by virtue of one 
of their positions, engage in many role relationships with different individuals. To 
illustrate the concept of a role set, Merton (1957 p. 42) cites the example of a student who 
plays not only the role of a student vis-à-vis the correlative status of the course 
instructors, but also a suite of other diverse roles which create links to others in the 
system. In the case of doctoral students, a role set would include, for example, 
supervisors, advisors, other doctoral students, library staff, administrators, professionals 
outside academia, and so on. In addition to their student role set, the academics who are 
of interest to this investigation have a least two additional role sets; namely, those 
associated with their roles as (i) a family member, which includes their partner, children, 
parents and parents-in-law, and (ii) an academic, which includes students; colleagues; 
administrators; and, business and industry associates.   
 
The phenomena of third parties and role sets means that the problems individuals face 
with respect to the fulfilment of role relationships is not only one of burdensome volume 
as referred to above, but also divergent expectations regarding fulfilment of role 
 65 
obligations. With respect to this notion, Goode wrote, ‘[t]he values, ideals, and role 
obligations of every individual are at times in conflict’ (1960 p. 484) and thus signalled 
that the demands a person experiences may derive from internal as well as external 
sources. This led to Goode positing the idea that analysis of role allocation also requires 
knowledge of individuals’ demands, that is, those demands which people make on 
themselves, and which contribute to their willingness to perform a given role. He wrote: 
 
The individual’s willingness to carry out the role performance varies, being a function of the 
intrinsic gratifications in the activity, the prospective gain from having carried out the activity, and 
the internal self-reward or self-punishment from conscience pangs or shame or sense of virtue, or 
the like. (p.489) 
 
He further reasoned that people’s degree of willingness to perform a certain role will in 
turn affect the standard of their performance, that is, at a satisfactory level or not. Related 
to this Goode claimed, ‘In role behaviour, we begin to experience strain, worry, anxiety, 
or the pressures of others if we devote more time and attention to one role obligation than 
we feel we should, or than others feel we should’ (p. 488). Further, role partners may 
express “moral disapproval” not only when individuals perform much less well than 
expected but also when they demand far more than is considered reasonable or usual. The 
general points being made here resonate with the investigation undertaken because they 
acknowledge the importance of (i) individuals’ internal factors and (ii) the reactions of 
others to the way individuals organise their responses to their various role demands.           
 
Another point made by Goode (1960), which is especially relevant to this study with its 
focus on adults with an established career and family obligations embarking on doctoral 
study, is the idea that when individuals’ social positions change, they may change both 
their behaviour and their value orientations. Within the context of this investigation, 
acquiring the status of a doctoral student, which is recognised as a substantial 
undertaking, will inevitably catalyse significant shifts in behaviour and values. Such 
changes can be expected to impact on a candidate’s established, pre-enrolment role 
performances as well as the performance of the new role. An area of interest to this study 
is the exploration of the ways and the extent to which the new, doctoral student role 
impacts on not only the individual who has acquired the new status but also on her or his 
family members.    
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Strategies to reduce role strain 
Goode (1960) identified a number of specific strategies which individuals draw upon to 
manage their role strain. Among others, these include compartmentalization, delegation 
and elimination of role relationships, but for each he acknowledged that individuals may 
face difficulties in implementing them. Of compartmentalization, Goode noted ‘[t]he 
process works mainly by (a) location and context and (b) situational urgency or crisis’ (p. 
486) and involves setting aside the role demands of other areas, which may not be easily 
done. With respect to delegation, Goode claimed that there are certain role obligations 
that ‘may not [original emphasis] be delegated’ (p. 486). He illustrated the point using 
two examples, which are applicable for this investigation, these being that (i) an academic 
is not allowed to hire another person to produce monographs and then claim authorship 
and (ii) a student is not permitted to delegate tasks for which she or he will be assessed. 
As for elimination of role relationships, again his examples are pertinent to this study; 
Goode wrote, ‘Curtailment may be difficult, since many of our role obligations flow from 
our status positions, such as those in the job and family, which are not easily eliminated’ 
(p. 486). Relevant to this investigation is the exploration of the techniques used by 
academics to manage their commitments across their roles and the degree to which they 
and members of their family believe the strategies they employ are effective.  
 
Role allocation and the family 
The final point to be made in this selective overview of Goode’s (1960) theory of role 
strain and consideration of its applicability to this investigation is that Goode concurs 
with the primary premise upon which the study was conceived. This is that, of all societal 
institutions, the family is one of the most significant, and is possibly the single most 
important, system. In his seminal explication of this theory, Goode devoted an entire 
subsection to discussion of role allocation and the family, proclaiming that for both adults 
and children, ‘the family is the main center of role allocation’ (p. 493) and noting it ‘thus 
assumes a key position in solutions of role strain’. He further asserted, ‘[M]ost individuals 
must account to their families for what they spend in time, energy and money outside the 
family’. He argued: 
 
[A]scriptive status obligations of high evaluation or primacy are found in the family. More important, 
however, is the fact that family members are often the only persons who are likely to know how an 
individual is allocating his [or her] total role energies, managing his [or her] whole role system; or that 
he [or she] is spending “too much” time in one role obligation and retiring from others. (p. 493)   
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The consequence of this, Goode (1960) proposed, is that family relations form the most 
immediate and persistent set of interactions. He also observed that (i) formal withdrawal 
from these relationships is difficult, and informal withdrawal arouses individual guilt 
feelings and pressure from others; (ii) other family members can and do give advice as to 
how to allocate energies; and, (iii) intense sentiments within families cushion individual 
strain because family members make concessions and give sympathy to other family 
members; however, it appears that when such concessions are not made, greater strain is 
experienced.  
 
Specific family role considerations aside, to reiterate, Goode’s (1960) overall perspective 
is that multiple roles are associated with stress, strain and conflict, that this is a normal 
occurrence, and in consequence, ‘The individual’s problem is how to make his [or her] 
whole role system manageable, that is, how to allocate his [or her] energies and skills so 
as to reduce role strain to some bearable portions’ (p. 485). The underlying sentiment 
here, and of others’ theoretical writings (for example, Coser 1974; Moore 1960; Sarbin & 
Allen 1968; Slater 1963), has led to Goode’s, and his like-minded associates’ works, 
being described as based on the “scarcity model” (Fortune 1987) or “scarcity approach” 
(Marks 1977). Both Fortune and Marks explain that the scarcity metaphor is based on the 
presumption that individuals have finite energy to allocate role performance and that if 
one has multiple roles the result is less energy for each role. Marks (1977) writes: 
 
It is as if we begin the day with an energy “allowance,” which we proceed to spend in our various 
activities, each costing us some of our allocation, until finally, having exhausted our resources at 
the end of the day, we fall asleep, receive our allowance for the next day and begin the cycle anew. 
(p. 922)   
 
Use of the “scarcity” model to ground empirical inquiries in family studies 
Consideration of the text details of much of the literature that describes studies that 
explored the effects of multiple roles on people’s lives when they are dealing with various 
combinations of family, student and employment responsibilities, reveals that many 
empirical researchers subscribed to the scarcity approach and have used it to theoretically 
ground their inquiries. By way of illustration, three such studies will now be considered: 
one by Hall (1972), one by Van Meter and Agronow (1982) and another by Gilbert and 
Holahan (1982). Hall, for example, introduces his study by noting: 
 
This study focuses on the types of conflicts faced by married women as the result of multiple role 
performance, strategies used for coping with these conflicts, and the varying degrees of satisfaction 
to be gained from different strategies. … Research on role theory has traditionally focused more on 
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the nature of role conflict, its antecedents and consequences, than on adaptations to these conflicts. 
… Needed now is a systematic model of coping behaviour as well as research relating coping 
strategies to such resulting factors as satisfaction and tension. (p. 471) 
 
Evident here is that Hall accepts that multiple roles will cause problems for individuals, 
and that his primary interest is in evaluating the effectiveness of various techniques they 
employed to minimise the resulting stress and strain. As with Hall (1972), Van Meter and 
Agronow accepted role strain as an inevitable and constant presence in people’s lives as a 
consequence of their having to manage the demands of multiple roles. This orientation is 
seen clearly in both the focus of their investigation and in the wording of the survey items 
they devised. The purpose of their study was to identify ‘possible predictors of role strain 
among a sample of married college women’ (p. 131). They described their survey 
instrument in this way:    
 
As no instrument was available to measure the variable of role strain among married women 
college students, a self-administered role-strain scale was developed. The variable of role strain 
was measured by a scale of 20 items … to which the respondent indicated agreement or 
disagreement on a 6-point Likert-type scale. The items were aimed at potential stress areas as well 
as the conscious use of coping techniques as deliberate behavioral attempts to alleviate the stress. 
For example: “Time pressures were the most frequent source of problems for me.” I found I had 
more conflicts with my husband when I enrolled in school.” “I had to give up other activities I 
enjoyed.” “I sometimes lowered my standards of performance for myself at school in order to get 
everything done.” (p. 133)          
 
Finally, Gilbert and Holahan (1982) can also be seen to accept the same scarcity premise. 
They described (i) the purpose of their study thus, ‘In the present study use of … 
strategies in dealing with role conflicts was assessed …’ (p.637) and (ii) the method used 
in this way, ‘Subjects were asked to select the role conflict area … that was most relevant 
to themselves and to describe a representative conflict in this area’ (p. 638).  
 
The propensity of many researchers (also see Bryson & Bryson 1978; Fogarty, Rapoport 
& Rapoport 1971; Holahan & Gilbert 1979; Holmstrom 1972; Nevill & Damico 1975; 
Rapoport & Rapoport 1969; Snoek 1966) to accept the idea of a causal relationship 
between role multiplicity and strain as a given state and to use the notion as a beginning 
point for their investigations into people’s experiences, attracted critical comment. The 
discussion will now consider the perspectives of those who posited criticisms.  
 
Alternative perspectives to role strain theory and the scarcity premise 
Notwithstanding the very large following that Goode’s (1960) writings attracted, a 
number of theoretical and empirical researchers (for example, Crosby 1984; Fortune 
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1987; Gove 1972; Kirk & Dorfman 1983; Marks 1977; Sieber 1974; Thoits 1982, 1983; 
Verbrugge 1982) began to question (i) the adequacy of the theory of role strain, and in 
particular its focus on the notion that overload, in the form of scarce energy or time, is an 
ever-present phenomena in people’s lives and hence (ii) the theory’s potential as a device 
for facilitating accurate and comprehensive depictions of people’s experiences.14
 
 Fortune 
(1987) captured the prevailing concerns among those who believed the theory of role 
strain to be too limiting. Following a brief review of literature which considered studies 
into student stress among tertiary cohorts, she wrote: 
A common theme in [the] attributions of stress [among tertiary students as revealed by previous 
studies] is role conflict and role strain, based on the “scarcity model” assumption that individuals 
have finite energy to devote to role performance and that multiple roles mean less energy for each 
role. Additionally, performance demands of different roles inevitably conflict … [However, an 
alternative] theory of role effects is the “expansion model”, which suggests that more roles 
increase the individual’s sense of [well-being] … . In short, the benefits of various roles may off-
set any role conflict or overload, or role strain may simply not be a factor. (p. 82) 
 
Fortune’s (1987) argument concurred with the perspective of Gerson (1985) who two 
years earlier noted: 
 
Studies … have shown that there are negative consequences … for people adding roles to their 
existing repertoires … [However], studies of multiple role incumbencies are problematic. Usually 
these studies assume multiple roles lead to stress and thus examine only the negative outcomes, 
overlooking any potential positive corollaries. (p. 78) 
 
To redress this oversight, Gerson’s study ‘was designed to ascertain the potential positive 
and [original emphasis] negative outcomes of multiple roles for a group of middle-aged 
women who returned to school at mid-life … .’ (p. 78). The returning students’ 
experiences were compared to those of their neighbours, who were primarily housewives. 
Gerson’s study found: 
 
 … that the students experienced significantly greater positive outcomes or gratifications from their 
multiple roles than the housewives experienced from their relatively unitary roles. However, the 
students also reported significantly more negative consequences or strain than did the housewives. 
Though the students had a net positive gain, the difference was not significant … . (p. 77) 
 
Reflecting on the import of these findings, Gerson concluded, ‘The mix of positive and 
negative corollaries of multiple roles challenges the assumption in the literature that strain 
is an [sic] ubiquitous outcome.’ (1985 p. 77). Gerson thus provided empirical support for 
                                                          
14 Such challenges may be either explicit or implicit. A study was assumed to implicitly challenge Goode’s 
assertion that multiple roles inevitably cause stress and strain if it was designed to explore people’s 
experiences of both role strain and role satisfaction (for example, Fortune 1987; Kirk & Dorfman 1983). 
Note the term “role satisfaction” is concerned with a person feeling that they accrue benefit from a role and 
should not be confused with the term “coping strategy satisfaction” which is concerned with a person 
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the work of theorists (for example, Marks 1977; Sieber 1974) who first proposed what is 
referred to in the literature as the “expansionist model” (Fortune 1987; Gerson 1985; 
Marks 1977) or the “role accumulation model” (Gerson 1985; Sieber 1974). Hence the 
second major development in role theory that is relevant to the current study, which is 
discussed below, is a theory of role accumulation. 
 
A theory of role accumulation – a positive perspective on multiple roles 
Background 
The work of Sieber (1974) has been selected for description here from among several 
theorists (for example, Marks 1977; Thoits 1982, 1983) who challenged the assumption 
that multiple roles are necessarily a catalyst to role strain. He has been chosen because his 
1974 publication provided (i) an early theoretical anchor for many researchers who 
wished to conduct empirical studies into the effects of multiple roles and whose anecdotal 
experience and wider, cross-disciplinary reading15, led them to suspect that multiple role 
activity may indeed be associated with positive outcomes16
 
 and (ii) inspiration for 
theorists who followed. For example, Marks (1977) wrote of Sieber:  
I know of scarcely any sociological treatments of multiple roles that work explicitly or implicitly 
with the expansion approach to human energy. [One] exception is … an excellent paper by Sieber 
(1974) ... . 17
 
 (p. 926) 
Points of contention among proponents of role strain theory  
In 1974, Sieber, reflecting on Goode’s work in particular, acknowledged that with 
reference to the basic tenets posited in his theory of role strain:     
 
[O]ne might assume that multiplication of roles imposes the double burden of overload  
and conflict inasmuch as the more roles one accumulates the greater the probability of running out 
of time and of confronting role partners whose expectations are contradictory. (p. 568) 
  
He, however, questioned the assumption that a tendency toward role strain is a natural 
consequence of multiple roles, and in a comment that was implicitly critical of the 
                                                                                                                                                                             
feeling that accrued stress and strain management strategies that they have used have been effective (see 
Hall 1972). 
15 For example, sociologist Gerson (1985) noted:  
Much of the theoretical and empirical literature on multiple roles delineates the resultant mechanisms of strain 
or conflict. … In sharp contrast to … research which overlooks the possibility of positive outcomes of 
multiple roles, there is some research in the mental health literature which explores these possibilities. Studies 
in psychopathology demonstrate that more rather than fewer roles are associated with mentally healthy people 
(Gough 1948; Cameron & Margaret 1951). More recently, … Gove (1972) concludes that multiple roles are 
basically beneficial to people’s mental health … . Research by Thoits (1983) documents that psychological 
well-being results from more rather than fewer identities … . (pp. 78-79)           
16 Such researchers include Barnett and Baruch (1985), Gerson (1985) and Verbrugge (1982, 1983). 
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propensity for empirical researchers to focus on coping strategies, further noted, ‘the 
premise from which we infer the need for mechanisms or techniques [that combat role 
strain] is never empirically established’ (p. 568). He thus proposed:  
 
Before entering into discussions of mechanisms that combat role strain, it would be well to ask 
whether multiplicity of roles actually creates more strain than gratification, or more potential for 
disturbance than potential for stability ... [R]esearch on the consequences of role multiplicity 
should measure gratification as well as deprivation. Research that omits the possible rewards of 
additional roles is not an adequate test of theory. (p. 568) 
 
He summarised the activities to-date of those interested in exploring and understanding 
the effects of multiple roles in this way: 
 
[A]pparently out of deference to the assumption that multiplicity of role partners yields few 
benefits that might compensate for the burden of manifold or discrepant obligations, researchers 
and theorists alike have failed to weigh the possible rewards of role accumulation. Understandably, 
then, they have neglected the possibility that the rewards might exceed the burdens. (p. 569) 
 
It was against this background and in an environment where he acknowledged ‘the 
present state of research does not permit us to adduce definitive evidence’ (p. 569) that 
Sieber set out to present, albeit with some caveats, ‘at least a persuasive argument [for the 
idea] that role accumulation does not have the dire consequences predicted by role strain 
theorists’ (p. 569).  
 
The rewards of role accumulation 
Sieber (1974) hypothesised that the positive outcomes of role accumulation could be 
classified into four types: (i) role privileges, (ii) overall status security, (iii) resources for 
status enhancement and role performance, and (iv) enrichment of the personality and ego 
gratification. He further proposed that the accrual of these benefits reduces personal and 
interpersonal tensions, and results in a net amount of gratification. While each 
classification is explained in detail by Sieber and argued with reference to others’ 
works,18
 
 for the purposes of this discussion, as was done with the brief overview of 
Goode’s theory, Sieber’s paper has been distilled so that only the key elements in the case 
he presents that can be shown to be directly relevant to the current study are included 
below. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
17 Of both Sieber and Marks, Gerson (1985 p. 79) writes, ‘There are two significant theoretical formulations 
of the positive consequences of multiple roles. [Those of ] Sieber (1974) … [and] Marks (1977) … .’. 
18 Often using the psychological terminology that Goode (1960) adopted, such as alter (Sieber, 1974 pp. 
570, 571, 572, 573) and ego (pp. 570, 571, 572, 576) and references to concepts from economics, such as 
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Role privileges   Sieber (1974) asserts every role brings with it certain rights, as well as 
duties. Some of these rights he calls ‘inherent rights’ because he argues they are built-in 
to the role; others he calls ‘emergent rights’ because they arise from regular interaction 
with role partners.19 Acknowledging that there are situations in which the obligations of a 
role exceed the allotment of rights,20 he postulates that typically the tendency is for rights 
to be adjusted to obligations and arrives ‘at the generalization that the greater the number 
of roles21
 
 … the greater the number of privileges enjoyed by an individual’ (p. 569).  
To illustrate how role privilege can emerge from low visibility associated with role 
multiplicity, Sieber (1974) provides an example that is directly pertinent to the current 
study. His example of an adult student who occupies multiple statuses shows how the 
three roles that are of interest to the study, namely those of a doctoral student, a family 
member and a career academic have the potential to intersect to the benefit of the 
individual. Sieber argues that if such a student is not highly motivated to conform to the 
student role, she or he is in a good position to use the demands of other role partners to 
justify absences from campus or failure to complete study-related tasks. Equally, a person 
in this position ‘can exaggerate the demands of his [or her] student roles to justify non-
performance of familial duties and employee obligations’ (p. 572). Sieber stresses that 
because adult students in particular are viewed as occupying a very time consuming set of 
roles, they are often granted ‘a good deal of leeway’ (p. 572) in the demands placed on 
them by various role partners. This situation, according to Sieber, provides much scope 
for the accumulation of privileges at the expense of obligations. Of interest to this study is 
the identification of any role privileges enjoyed by candidates and members of their 
families that can be attributed specifically to the candidate undertaking study while 
simultaneously endeavouring to meet career and family commitments.       
 
Overall status security   This category of positive outcomes of role accumulation is 
concerned with notions of (i) buffers against negative feelings arising from failure or (ii) 
compensations for feelings of failure in a particular role or roles. Sieber (1974) explains 
                                                                                                                                                                             
the ‘redistribution of resources’ and ‘interchange of resources’ (p. 575) and ‘supply-demand model of rising 
prices’ (p. 576). 
19 Sieber (1974) argues that inherent rights function first to persuade individuals to assume roles and then as 
inducements to continue role performance whilst, emergent roles secure individuals’ role compliance, 
especially when the role demands are increased. 
20 For example, ‘exploitative relationships’ (Sieber 1974 p. 569) 
21 With the exception of those that are ‘inherently offensive’ (Sieber 1974 p. 569). 
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that an individual with a wide array of role partners is able to compensate for failure in 
any particular social sphere or relationship by focussing on other relationships.22
 
 
According to Sieber, role alternatives offer a sense of general status security and this 
sense of security could potentially improve the quality of performance in a certain role, or 
roles, which in turn would diminish feelings of failure in another role.  
Linked to the study undertaken, Sieber (1974) suggests that the accumulation of buffers 
might be especially critical for individuals who (i) ‘engage in ventures of some risk’ (p. 
573), an example of which could be those who undertake doctoral study in their middle 
years,23
 
 and (ii) fear or anticipate stress ‘as a consequence of unpredictable or 
uncontrollable changes in a given role relationship’ (p. 573). As an example here, Sieber 
cites ‘[t]he man [or woman] who “loses himself [or herself] in his or [her] work” in 
response to personal stress elsewhere in his [or her] status system’ (p. 573). Specifically 
relevant to this study is the exploration, from the various perspectives of academics who 
are concurrently doctoral students, their partners, children and parents/in-laws, of how 
positive feeling generated by any one or two of a candidate’s key roles might compensate 
for feelings of inadequacy or failure in a remaining role, or remaining roles. 
Resources for status enhancement and role performance   Sieber (1974) argues that in 
addition to a sense of overall status security, a range of role partners provides a variety of 
incidental benefits by way of ‘emoluments or perquisites’ (p. 574). He explains that 
‘[a]lthough these by-products may not be regarded as inalienable features of a role, they 
may nonetheless be legitimately anticipated as customary perquisites without additional 
effort’ (p. 574). Such benefits, Sieber says, are available simply by virtue of position 
occupancy and thus ‘[i]n a sense, both perquisites and privileges are unearned’ (p. 574).  
Among a list of many examples, Sieber includes the use of company property, such as 
stationery, for roles other than a person’s role as an employee. An example, relevant to 
the current study, would be an academic who is also a doctoral candidate who uses her or 
his campus office as a base for study activities instead of the library, postgraduate study 
centre or a home space, which are the typical options available to postgraduate enrolees.  
                                                          
22 He asserts that these alternative relationships are able to provide ‘compensatory affection, moral support, 
emergency resources and perhaps even assistance for a renewal of effort in the original role’ (p. 573). 
23 Such an undertaking equates to the examples given by Sieber (1974 p. 573) which included, ‘the 
upwardly mobile [and] the man [or woman] who changes career in the middle years … .’.   
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Beyond one’s personal enjoyment of perquisites, there is potential too, according to 
Sieber (1974), for the pleasure of perquisites from one role to be shared with role-partners 
associated with other roles. It is not unusual for academics who attend international 
conferences, on behalf of their institutions, to be accompanied by family with whom they 
enjoy a pre or post-conference holiday. During the conference, it is likely these academics 
will both expand their department’s professional networks and gain information on work-
in-progress that is relevant to their doctoral studies and studies being undertaken by 
colleagues and fellow students. Such a scenario provides just one example, of many that 
could be recounted, of the point Sieber is making here that resonates with the current 
study. Through such cross-role ‘reinvestment’ (p. 574), Sieber argues, individuals become 
‘more valuable to each of their role partners’ (p. 575), and enhanced status may be the 
outcome of them securing resources and privileges ‘which can be dispensed among 
associates’ and of them becoming ‘central gate-keepers’ for who will enjoy their accrued 
benefits (p. 575). Of interest to this study is to determine if academics and their family 
members identify perquisites available to them individually and/or as a group in 
consequence of the academics undertaking doctoral studies during their mid-adult years. 
 
Enrichment of the personality and ego gratification    Sieber’s (1974 p. 576) list of the 
benefits that may accrue for individuals who enjoy a wide variety of contacts with others 
includes: ‘[t]olerance of discrepant view points, exposure to many sources of information, 
flexibility in adjusting to the demands of diverse role-partners and reduction of boredom’, 
any combination of which ‘may enrich the personality and enhance one’s self-conception’ 
(p. 576). With reference to the work of Sarbin and Allen (1968) and Cumming and 
ElSalmi (1970), Sieber further proposes that role accumulation may well be essential to 
individuals’ mental health and normal personality need fulfilment. He even goes so far as 
to suggest that it is likely that there are situations in which role overload and perhaps even 
role conflict produce a good deal of personal gratification arising from a sense of being 
appreciated or needed by diverse role partners. He expands on this point claiming, ‘Being 
“fought over” can be a special source of pride and can even be exploited for personal 
gain’ (p. 576).  
 
Sieber (1974) notes too ‘that individuals are often esteemed solely by virtue of their 
holding a wide repertoire of roles’, and adds ‘such individuals benefit from the sheer 
presumption of superiority’ (p. 577). This presumption, Sieber argues, can be evoked and 
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sustained by ‘a certain amount of impression management’ (p. 577) through behaviours 
that clearly could convincingly be used by academics, enrolled in doctoral studies with 
family responsibilities, such as ‘references to how busy one is, complaints about 
conflicting demands, and name dropping’ (p. 577). ‘Thus’, argues Sieber, ‘some of the 
strain arising from multiple roles may be converted into social prestige, thereby offering a 
certain amount of psychic compensation’ (p. 577).  
 
Of interest to this study is the exploration of the ways and the extent to which academics 
believe their late enrolment in doctoral studies has enriched their personal development 
and social standing, the degree to which family members’ perceptions concur with those 
of the academics on this point, and the overall effects of any identified changes on intra- 
familial relationships.  
 
In summary, the main thrust of Sieber’s (1974) theory is that notwithstanding that 
multiplicity of roles can create overload and conflict, when all is considered, net 
gratification is the outcome when individuals expand the number and variety of their role 
partners. To conclude his paper Sieber noted: 
 
Our argument is not meant to deny the occurrence of overload and conflict, but only to assert that 
there are enough compensations to give us pause in our single minded search for the dysfunctions 
of multiple roles. … The chief theoretical obstacle [to understanding the effects of role 
accumulation] seems to have been the concept of role strain. Indeed, we would agree with Mary 
Douglas’ (1970 p. 6) acute observation with regard to a range of sociological theories, “Anyone 
who uses the idea of strain or stress in a general explanatory model is guilty, at the very least, of 
leaving his [or her] analysis long before it is complete, at worst, of circularity” (pp. 577-578).  
 
While Sieber (1974) was critical of the notion that role strain was an inevitable outcome 
of role accumulation on the grounds that it lacked sophistication in terms of its failure to 
recognise that benefits could accrue from the acquisition of additional roles to the extent 
that role accumulation is more gratifying than stressful, later theorists suggested Sieber’s 
contribution too fell short of providing a complete exposé of the complexity of the issue. 
One such critic was Thoits (1983) who followed her summary of the benefits of role 
accumulation described by Sieber with this cautionary note: 
  
However, it is possible that the relationship between multiple identities may well not be additive 
but curvilinear. Beyond some optimal number of identities, role strains and conflicting demands 
may undermine the sense of orderly, purposeful existence and thereby decrease psychological 
well-being. This is an important question to explore empirically … . (p. 176) 
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Similarly, Gerson (1985) on the basis on his research results concluded, ‘the schema 
constructed by Sieber is essentially valid’ (p. 84); however, he also ‘found some 
supporting evidence’ for the ‘hypothesi[s] that there might be a ceiling to the amount of 
role accumulation that could yield positive results’ (p. 87). 
 
Of interest to this study is that if candidates and their family members, taking into account 
what they perceive to be the costs and benefits, when all is considered, believe the 
addition of the doctoral student role to the candidates’ role repertoire has been beneficial, 
or otherwise, to each family member individually, and to the family as a whole.    
 
While it is clear from the discussion above that role theory (i) as a general concept and (ii) 
through specific applications, has attracted theorists and researchers over many decades, it 
is important to acknowledge that it has also had a small number of detractors. 
Consideration will now be given to the criticisms that have been levelled at role theory in 
general.  
 
Criticisms of role theory    
Negative critical evaluations of role theory are difficult to find24
                                                          
24 References that do include criticism (for example, Ingoldsby, Smith & Miller 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes 
1993) typically note those raised by Stryker (1980) then add that the issues raised by him have since been 
addressed. For example, Ingoldsby et al. note that Stryker makes the point that ‘people find the key 
concepts confusing, since they are difficult to define and thus difficult to test using research’ (p. 89). Then 
add: 
; however, they do exist, 
particularly in feminist literature. For example, Eichler (1981) claims that the complexity 
of individuals’ attitudes, together with the normative and individual ambivalences and 
contradictions which accompany role performance, are not satisfactorily addressed by 
role theory, with the effect that the differences between women and men’s experiences 
can be glossed over. In addition, Stanley and Wise (1983 p. 101) argue that the concept of 
roles suggests some sort of determinate, stereotypical reality in which ‘absolute order 
exists’, with the actual content of roles taken as ‘generally agreed upon’. In consequence, 
they claim role theory fails as an explanation because it does not allow for variations, 
complexity, or for a notion of ‘self’ other than as a cluster of roles. Edwards (1993), 
argues in a similar vein that uncritical acceptance of the concept of roles can lead to an 
oversimplified description of social life and describes it as ‘a generalized abstraction that 
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tells us little about lived experience and feeling, and that mirrors assumptions rather than 
explicates them’ (p. 12). Rapp, Ross and Bridenthal (1979) are also critical, noting, ‘The 
use of the terms “role” and “women’s role” presents a most elusive problem’ (p. 188). 
They explain: 
 
Wording describing the actual activities of women helps avoid the misleading implications of 
“role”; but its connotation of socially defined expectation is a valuable conceptual element which 
we lose this way. (p. 188) 
  
Further to these criticisms of role theory raised in the literature, with the benefit of insight 
gained from more recent developments in sociological understandings, other deficiencies 
are also apparent. First, in addition to feminists concerns, overall gender issues are largely 
ignored, which means instances of female-male role inequity may be overlooked. Second, 
there is little appreciation of power differentials or hierarchical relationships between role 
partners, which might also lead to distortion of understandings of outcomes of role 
enactment. Finally, structural levels of change caused by factors outside individuals’ 
control are difficult to account for.  
 
Summary of rationale for accepting role theory for the current investigation 
Despite such critical observations, regard for and deference to role theory has persisted. 
Rapp et al. (1979) provide one explanation for why this has been so. They inform readers 
that, notwithstanding their reservations noted above, ‘all of us will continue to use these 
terms because it is hard to find substitutes’ (p. 188).25
 
 Others attest implicitly and 
explicitly to its endurance because of its utility. A survey of more recently published 
literature reveals that role theory still holds much attraction for present day scholars. This 
is evidenced in the writings, for example, of White and Klein (2002) who note the 
frequent use of frameworks and models underpinned by the concepts of role theory by 
current family researchers and describe it as among ‘the most significant and popular 
[theories available to family researchers] now at the beginning of the 21st century’ (White 
& Klein 2002 pp. 3-4; also see Ingoldsby, Smith and Miller 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes 
1993).  
                                                                                                                                                                             
However, … there has been a plethora of work in this area over the last several decades to address this 
problem. Thus, while perhaps this was true at the time of Stryker’s writing, this is no longer as valid today. 
(2004 p. 89)      
25 They, however, urged their careful and critical use (Rapp et al. 1979).  
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In summary, notwithstanding the criticisms that have been made, several factors pointed 
to role theory being appropriate for the current study. These include: the demonstrated 
applicability of role theory through two significant orientations, namely role strain and 
role accumulation, to the issues with which the study is concerned, as attested to by the 
discussion above; the lack of a viable alternative, as attested to by Rapp et al. (1979); and, 
the strong appeal of role theory to contemporary family researchers, as attested to by 
White and Klein (2002).   
 
Selection of suitable theoretical perspective and specific theoretical model consistent 
with a role theory approach 
Having determined that role theory, as an overarching approach, is suited to the current 
investigation, the task now is to reflect on what was learned from consideration of the 
issues described above and to use these lessons to guide the selection of (i) a suitable 
theoretical perspective26
 
 and (ii) a specific theory or theoretical model.  In light of the 
preceding discussions and of the research question with which this investigation is 
concerned, it has been concluded that the current study requires (i) a theoretical 
perspective that facilitates the exploration of the meanings individual family members 
attach to shared experiences and (ii) a theoretical model that acknowledges the potential 
for individuals and family groups to experience both benefit and disadvantage in 
consequence of having to deal with an adult family member adding the substantial role of 
doctoral student to her or his total role repertoire during mid-life, and which allows for 
reflection on the net effect on various family members’ sense of well-being.   
Determining an appropriate theoretical perspective  
A review of both seminal (for example, Burr, Hill, Nye & Reiss 1979)27
                                                          
26 This task was undertaken in the knowledge that various theorists hold different points of view about the 
relationship between interactionism and role theory (compare for example, Kuhn 1964; Sarbin 1968; 
Stryker 1964). The approach here reflects ascription to the idea posited by Sarbin (1968) that ‘role theory is 
a more inclusive point of view and symbolic interaction is a part of it’ (Burr, Leigh et al. 1979 p. 50). 
 and more recent 
(for example, Boss, Doherty, LaRossa, Schumm & Steinmetz 1993; Ingoldsby et al. 2004; 
Vetere & Gale 1987; White & Klein 2002) publications which provide summaries and 
critiques of a wide range of theoretical perspectives that have been applied to the study of 
27 Note that, as well as introducing new possibilities, the frameworks discussed by more recent authors 
frequently overlap with those featured in Burr, Hill et al. (1979) attesting to enduring appeal of those that 
first appeared in the earlier publication. Further, in 1987 Gale and Vetere claimed that Burr, Hill et al.’s 
exploration of theoretical orientations suited to the study of family life was ‘the most sophisticated 
collection available’ (p. 35).   
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family life was undertaken to determine one suited to the research question.28  This 
review took into account each perspective’s (i) intellectual traditions, foci, basic 
assumptions, propositions and key concepts; (ii) typical areas of empirical research 
application; and, (iii) attributes and limitations, as identified by experienced researchers. 
The review and comparative process led to Symbolic Interaction (SI) being selected.29
 
 
Notwithstanding that SI, as with other theoretical perspectives, does not have ‘a single, 
orthodox’ (LaRossa & Reitzes 1993 p. 142) set of features to which all protagonists 
subscribe, and that over time ‘considerable diversity in the orientation of symbolic 
interactionism’ (LaRossa  & Reitzes 1993 p. 143; also see White & Klien 2002) has 
emerged, the discussion will now endeavour to capture some of the distinguishing 
characteristics of SI which are useful for understanding (i) the difference between this and 
other approaches and (ii) why this approach, as a general orientation, is thought to be 
particularly appropriate for the current study.  
Symbolic Interactionism 
General overview of SI    LaRossa and Reitzes (1993) provide a succinct and clear 
statement of the quintessence of SI; they write: 
 
As the name suggests, “symbolic interactionism” focuses on the connection between symbols (i.e., 
shared meanings) and interactions (i.e. verbal and non-verbal actions and communications). It is 
essentially a frame of reference for understanding how humans in concert with one another, create 
symbolic worlds and how these worlds, in turn, shape human behaviour. (pp.135-6) 
 
With reference to the work of Burgess (1926) and Handel (1985), they highlight the 
perspective’s particular contribution to the study of family life and comment on how 
individual members can experience the same phenomena in different ways; they note: 
 
Symbolic interactionism’s unique contribution to family studies is, first the emphasis it gives to the 
proposition that families are social groups and, second, its assertion that individuals develop both a 
concept of self and their identities through social interaction, enabling them to independently 
                                                          
28 The perspectives reviewed included: Symbolic Interaction (Burr, Leigh et al., in Burr, Hill et al. 1979; 
Gale & Vetere, in Vetere & Gale 1987; Ingoldsby et al. 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes, in Boss et al. 1993; 
White & Klein 2002); Social Exchange and Choice (Gale & Vetere, in Vetere & Gale 1987; Ingoldsby et al. 
2004; Nye, in Burr, Hill et al. 1979; White & Klein 2002); various Systems frameworks such as, Family 
Systems (Ingoldsby et al. 2004) and the General Systems Approach to the Family (Broderick & Smith, in 
Burr, Hill et al. 1979; White & Klein 2002); Conflict (Edleson & Tan, in Boss et al. 1993; Ingoldsby et al. 
2004; Sprey, in Burr, Hill et al. 1979; White & Klein 2002); various Developmental theories such as Life-
cycle (Gale & Vetere, in Vetere & Gale 1987), Family Developmental (Ingoldsby et al. 2004) Family Life 
Course Development (White & Klein 2002); Feminism (Ingoldsby et al. 2004; White & Klein 2002); 
Structural Functionalism (Ingoldsby et al. 2004); Stress (Ingoldsby et al. 2004); and, Biosocial (Ingoldsby et 
al. 2004). 
29 This is not to suggest the other frameworks are without merit; indeed, as White and Klein (2002) point 
out, ‘different theories can be used to make sense of the same set of facts’ (p.1).  
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assess and assign value to their family activities.  (p. 136) 
 
Ingoldsby et al. (2004), too, comment on this aspect, but from a slightly different 
perspective; their focus is on the notion that individual family members strive to affect 
others’ behaviours; they write: 
 
[A] strength [of SI]… is the focus on family interactions and the role individuals play in those 
social acts. In other words, one cannot look at any situation as being static but rather must 
recognise that each person in that situation is viewing things from his or her own perspective and 
acting with the hope of influencing the outcome of the interaction. (p. 90)  
 
Because of its adaptability over time Ingoldsby et al. further comment, ‘[SI] is just as 
applicable today as it was when it began in the 1920s’ (p. 90), while LaRossa and Reitzes 
make a related observation: 
 
The principal theoretical orientation of the 1920s and 1930s and one of the most popular family 
perspectives today, symbolic interactionism probably has had more of an impact on the study of 
families than almost any other theoretical perspective. (p. 135) 
    
Principles behind SI   While various writers present different accounts of SI’s basic 
themes and assumptions,30, 31
                                                          
30 Compare, for example, Burr, Leigh et al. (1979), who list 11 assumptions; Ingoldsby et al. (2004) and 
LaRossa and Reitzis (1993), both publications of which list seven assumptions that they categorise into 
three themes; and, White and Klein (2002), who list four assumptions. 
 of particular relevance to this study is a slightly different 
approach to capturing SI’s underpinning principles. It is a list complied by Robson (2002; 
also see Sarantakos 1998 pp. 49-50) which integrates selected assumptions, noted by a 
range of authors, into a list which he maintains represents the ‘principles of symbolic 
interaction influential in the development of qualitative research’ (p. 197). The appeal of 
Robson’s version for inclusion in this discussion, is that it resonates with a conclusion 
reached during the literature review phase of this investigation which is that, after decades 
of family scholars predominately using quantitative methods in their empirical work 
(LaRossa 1988; LaRossa & Reitzes 1993; LaRossa & Wolf 1985), there is a need for 
qualitative investigations into the nexus between (i) returning-student status and family 
life and (ii) paid work and family life. The principles identified by Robson (2002) can be 
summarised thus:  
31 Ingoldsby et al. (2004 p. 89) comment on this; they write: 
[A] criticism [of SI] in that the ideas and concepts of individual scholars in this field have not been combined 
into one central theory. In other words, whereas most theories have a basic set of assumptions, lists of 
concepts, and organised guidelines, some believe this does not exist in the same sense for symbolic 
interactionism. (pp. 89-90) 
and note further, ‘some scholars see this as a strength, since it allows them to pick and choose among the 
various concepts relevant to their particular research’ (p. 90).     
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1. Social life is formed, maintained and changed by the basic meaning attached to it by 
people, who interact on the basis of the meanings they assign to their world; social life 
and objects become significant when they are assigned meanings. 
2. Social life is expressed through symbols. Language is the most important symbolic 
system, but gestures and objects can also be important vectors. 
3. The purpose of social research is to study the structures, functions and meanings of 
symbolic systems and thereby understand the ways in which social actors interpret their 
world. 
4. Methods of research must be chosen that will allow the voices of the participants to 
emerge.   
5. Data and interpretations depend on context and process and must be continually be 
verified and, when necessary, corrected.  
6. Meanings are established in and through social interaction. They are learned through 
interaction and not determined otherwise.  
7. Meanings are employed, managed and changed through interaction. (Adapted from 
Robson 2002 p. 195) 
 
Specific concepts of SI    Ingoldsby et al. (2004 p. 86) point out, ‘There are numerous 
terms and concepts associated with [SI]’; in consequence, various authors choose to 
discuss key concepts in a range of ways.32
 
 Because no one source seemed perfectly suited 
to this discussion, the following concepts have been selected from a range of sources and 
synthesised, for introduction here, as they are thought to be the most (i) relevant to role 
theory; (ii) consistent with Robson’s principles, listed above; and, (iii) helpful to the 
choice of an appropriate theoretical model for the study: 
symbols   Symbols are the product of social interaction. They include language, gestures 
and objects. We are not free to use symbols in any way we choose; rather, their meaning 
is given to us by the way we see others using them. Thus the meaning in one situation 
may not be the same in a different situation. (Ingoldsby et al. 2004; Robson 2002)   
socialisation   Socialisation begins with the individual who is born asocial. Humans begin 
to learn about themselves, through interactions with others, including family and friends. 
It is the process by which we attach meaning to symbols and acquire the beliefs and 
attitudes of a culture.    (Ingoldsby et al. 2004; White & Klien 2002) 
                                                          
32 For example Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) discuss seven items as separate entities; Ingoldsby et al. (2004) 
discuss eight; LeRossa and Reitzis (1993) discuss four; while, White and Klien (2002) discuss three. 
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social norms   Social norms can be defined as expectations about how we act in a given 
situation. We are born into a culture and learn what the social norms of a culture are 
through interaction with others in the same culture. (Ingoldsby et al. 2004) 
role   A role is a set of social norms for a specific social position. Roles help us anticipate 
or predict behaviour and maintain regularity in social interactions. They are also both 
individual and social constructs. (Ingoldsby et al. 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes 1993) 
salience   We divide our time among each of our roles based on the degree of importance 
that role has in our lives. The more important or salient a role is to us, the more motivated 
we will be not only to perform, but also to excel in, role-related behaviours. (Ingoldsby et 
al. 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes 1993) 
identity   Through the socialisation process, people learn about themselves and others, 
and learn not only which roles and behaviours are deemed most socially acceptable but 
also those that best represent who each of us is as an individual. This helps us decide 
which roles are most salient to us, or which best form our sense of identity. This in turn 
influences our future interactions with others, as we interpret our own behaviours, and 
those of others, based on these beliefs. Because of this, some people respond to one thing 
in a situation while others, in the same situation respond to something entirely different.   
(Ingoldsby et al. 2004; LaRossa & Reitzes 1993)    
interactions   Interaction is a social behaviour between two or more people during which 
some type of communication, which may be verbal or non-verbal, takes place causing 
each person to react to the situation and, as a result, modify his or her behaviour. (Burr, 
Leigh et al. 1979; Ingoldsby et al. 2004) 
contexts   How we define or perceive a symbol is based on the context of the situation or 
the current environment, and it is something we learn from interacting with others in this 
environment. (Ingoldsby et al. 2004; White & Klein 2002)33
 
  
Selection of a specific model: Model of the Antecedents of Role Strain 
As indicated above, the final phase in the determination of a suitable theoretical 
framework is the selection of a specific theory or model. To clarify the use of various 
terms in the discussion of theory, Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) write: 
 
[T]heory consists of a set of carefully defined and logically interrelated concepts and propositions 
that are used as the basis for explanation, prediction and intervention in specific situations ... The 
                                                          
33 Of SI’s concepts LaRossa and Reitzi (1993) write, ‘It is important to keep in mind that while it is possible 
to separate the concepts analytically, in reality the … concepts are mutually related’ (p. 145). This notion is 
reflected in the descriptions of the concepts provided not only by LaRossa and Reitzi, but other authors as 
well, wherein there are many cross-references to other listed concepts or descriptions of concepts. This 
phenomenon, in part, explains why there is such variation in the number of concepts listed by various 
authors.  
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concepts in the conceptual framework of a theory are terms that are used in propositional 
statements. They are not the theory itself. (p. 52) 
 
With reference to Homans (1964) and others, Burr, Leigh et al. further point out: 
 
[O]ne may have concepts and a good definition of them, but until one has propositional statements 
about the relationships between the concepts one does not have a useable theory. (p. 52)               
 
Although many authors have employed an SI perspective in empirical studies of the 
family (for example, Guan 2004; LaRossa & LaRossa 1981; Neufeld & Harrison 2003; 
Rehm & Franck 2000; Rollins & Cannon 1974; Stets 1992), White and Klein, as recently 
as 2002 (p. 69) wrote, ‘… none of the contributions to date have equalled the theoretical 
presentations by Burr and his colleagues (Burr, Leigh et al. 1979)’, and further described 
them as providing ‘the most elegant and systematic statement of symbolic interactionism 
applied to families.’ With these accolades in mind, six middle-range theories34 discussed 
by Burr, Leigh et al.35
                                                          
34 Merton (1957) devised the term “theories of the middle range” to describe theories that would logically 
be located between grand total theories, which endeavour to cover all aspects of social life, and empirical 
generalisations and causal models, which Merton later (1967 p. 39) described as, ‘minor but necessary 
working hypotheses that evolve in abundance in day-to-day research’. In describing the relationship 
between empirical generalisations and middle-range theories, Johnston (2000 p. 328) writes, ‘[Middle-range 
theories] are usually informed by empirical generalisations but provide a broader and more abstract context 
that applies to a wider range of situations.’ Pertinent to his time of writing, Merton (1957, 1967, 1968) 
argued contemporary social science would be best served if theorists focussed on developing theories of 
modest scope, that is, middle-range theories that could be tested empirically rather than on developing 
grand theories.  Burr, Leigh et al. (1979 pp. 60-61) acknowledge the strong influence of Merton’s 
perspective on their work and explain that in keeping with Merton’s vision they aimed to develop a set of 
middle-range theories, which incorporated: 
 were scrutinised for the purpose of identifying one that was suited 
to the study. Given the discussion presented in the first section of this chapter, a concern 
was that the specific propositions would enable participants’ perceptions of both strains 
and rewards arising from role enactment to emerge. This process led to A Model of the 
Antecedents of Role Strain (Burr, Leigh et al. 1979 pp. 78-84) being chosen. It is 
important to note here that the title of this model belies its scope as it implies that it is 
… groups of generalizations or propositions that (1) use a coherent set of assumptions and 
terminology, (2) are logically interrelated, (3) are sufficiently modest in scope that [they can] be 
grasped mentally as a whole, and (4) are sufficiently abstract to make it possible to deduce a 
number of testable hypotheses that can help corroborate or argue against the validity of ideas. 
(Burr, Leigh et al. 1979 p. 61) 
Glesne and Peshkin (1992 p. 20) in their overview of theory types and their uses note, ‘Qualitative 
researchers often make use of middle-range theories as a framework for both asking questions of their study 
and discussing aspects of their findings.’. The middle-range theory used for this investigation is one of six 
posited by Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) based on the theoretical orientation of symbolic interactionism and 
notions of “role”.  In 2000, Johnston (p. 328) noted that middle-range theories are ‘[t]he most common form 
of theory in sociology ...’   
35 These were A Theory of Interpersonal Competence; Definition of the Situation Theory; An Interactionist 
Theory of Interaction; A Theory of Role Enactment; A Theory of Role Strain; and Role Transition Theory, 
some of which, but not all, generated a theoretical model. 
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based solely on the “scarcity approach”; however, as is evident in the discussion of the 
propositions below, it provides opportunities for exploring various dimensions, both 
positive and negative, of participants’ experiences of family life. Drawing on the 
publications of several authors including Goode (1960) and Sieber (1974) to construct the 
model, Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) marshalled and articulated 12 propositions according to 
three theoretical constructs: Expectations and Role Strain, Activity and Rewards and Role 
Incompatibility. These constructs and their propositions were organised in this way:   
 
Expectations and Role Strain 
Proposition 1: The more individuals perceive consensus in the expectation about a role 
they occupy, the less their role strain.  
Proposition 2: The greater the perceived clarity of role expectations, the less the role 
strain. 
Proposition 3: The greater the diversification of a person’s roles, the less consensus the 
person will perceive in the expectations about those roles. 
 
Activity and Reward 
Proposition 4: The more activity that individuals believe is prescribed for them, the 
greater their role strain. 
Proposition 5: The more individuals delegate prescribed activities, the fewer prescribed 
activities they have. 
Proposition 6: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the number of prescribed 
activities. 
Proposition 7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the reward one perceives 
from role enactment. 
Proposition 8: The greater the reward individuals perceive from their role enactments, the 
weaker the positive relationship between the amount of activity and role strain. 
 
Role Incompatibility 
Proposition 9: The more individuals think their roles are incompatible, the greater their 
roles strain. 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the perceived 
incompatibility of roles in that set. 
Proposition 11: The greater the rewards from role enactment, the weaker the relationship 
between role incompatibility and role strain. 
Proposition 12: The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, the weaker the relationship 
between role incompatibility and role strain. 36
 
 
Within the context of their discussion of SI, LaRossa and Reitzes (1993 p. 154) commend 
Burr, Leigh et al.’s model for use by family researchers because it stands out as offering 
‘a clear and unambiguous set of interrelated [role] propositions’. Against the background 
                                                          
36 Note, while the concept terms listed above are not used explicitly in the propositions posited by Burr, 
Leigh et al.(1979) in their model, the concepts are nevertheless referred to either implicitly or explicitly 
throughout the findings chapters because they helped to guide the (i) design of the interview schedule, (ii) 
approach to data analysis and (iii) interpretation of data. For example, as to the first listed concept, that is, 
“symbols”, the investigation’s three key institutions, that is, the family, the academy and the doctoral 
qualification all are typically imbued with powerful symbolic connotations in western societies. During their 
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of the reflections described here, this set of 12 propositions was formally used to structure 
the investigation.  
 
In the following chapter, Chapter 4, the study’s (i) detailed research questions, (ii) design, 
(iii) broader epistemological stance and (iv) ethical considerations, are explicated. To 
conclude the chapter, issues pertaining to the validity and limitations of the study are 
noted. 
                                                                                                                                                                             
interviews participants were asked to comment on the meaning of these institutions in their lives in 
language appropriate to their age and life experience.   
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Chapter 4   Methodology and study design appropriate to the current 
investigation and its theoretical stance 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to explicate (i) the study’s detailed research questions; 
(ii) its design with regard to the methodology, the methods employed for data 
collection and analysis, and the approach to reporting the findings; (iii) the study’s 
broader epistemological stance; and, (iv) its ethical considerations. On this final point, 
because the study involved aged participants and children, and explored intra-familial 
dynamics, it was necessary to ensure stringent safeguards were in place to protect the 
interests of potential and actual participants at several critical points, in particular 
when recruiting interviewees, interviewing and reporting the findings. In 
consequence, comments on ethical considerations are embedded throughout the 
discussions of the study’s design. The discussion of the methodology concludes by 
noting issues pertaining to validity and the limitations of the study. 
 
Research questions 
This study aims to explore the interplay between the experience of doctoral education 
and candidates’ familial relationships when candidates are mid and late-career 
academics1
                                                 
1 For the purposes of this study, it is necessary to define the terms ‘early-career’, ‘mid-career’ and ‘late-
career’ academics. The concept of three phases in an academic’s career is not new. For example, in 
1968 Bazun wrote about three phases in the working life of academics in the US. Without indicating 
three distinct age brackets, he did specify two relevant ages in a description of typologies. He began 
with the ‘recent graduate’, whom he labels ‘Man With an Offer’, through the ‘middle-aged academic’, 
whom he refers to as ‘Crossing Lines’ at a phase which begins at the age of 32, to the ‘older academic’, 
whom he calls ‘The Man of 57’ (Barzun 1968 pp. 57-58). In the context of the current study, the terms 
have been devised to reflect the years that typify the working-life of academics in Australian 
universities. Employment as an academic generally requires at least a first degree qualification, 
although some TAFE staff have been employed with a certificate or diploma as their highest 
qualification owing to their extensive practical experience in the field in which they teach. Aside from 
such TAFE staff, an early-career academic generally begins employment at about 22 years of age, as a 
tutor and at the lowest level of pay and status. In the university sector, such appointments are currently 
usually reserved for those undertaking honours, double degrees or postgraduate studies; however, such 
undertakings are less often linked to employment in the TAFE sector. At the other end of the spectrum 
are those who are making decisions about their future in the work-force and contemplating whether to 
retire in the near, middle or distant future. While unlike the situation in the US when Bazun described 
his typologies when academics were obliged to retire between the ages of 65 and 68, in Australia there 
is no set time to retire. However, owing to current superannuation structures in Australia, many 
academics begin to give serious thought to their own situations after the age of 50. Against these 
considerations, for the purposes of this study ‘early-career’ academics are regarded as those aged 22-34 
 employed in Australian universities, by formally and systematically 
addressing the research questions that follow. 
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Impact of doctoral enrolment on family life   
• From the perspectives of the candidates, their partners, their children and their parents/-in-law, 
in what ways and to what extent has the candidates’ doctoral enrolment benefited individual 
family members and the family as a group? 
• From the perspectives of the candidates, their partners, their children and their parents/-in-law, 
in what ways and to what extent has the candidates’ doctoral enrolment detracted from the 
quality of life of individual family members and the family as a group? 
• From the perspectives of the candidates, their partners, their children and their parents/-in-law, 
what has been the overall effect of the candidates’ doctoral enrolment on the quality of life of 
individual family members and the family as a group? 
Impact of family life and career as an academic on doctoral enrolment 
• How do the candidates and their partners view the candidates in the doctoral student role? 
• Do the candidates and their partners believe the candidates’ performance in the doctoral 
student role is affected by aspects of their family life? If so, how? 
• Do the candidates and their partners believe the candidates’ performance in the doctoral 
student role is affected by their being a career academic? If so, how? 
Impact of family life and doctoral enrolment on career as an academic 
• How do the candidates and their partners view the candidates in the career academic role? 
• Do the candidates and their partners believe the candidates’ performance in the career 
academic role is affected by aspects of their family life? If so, how? 
• Do the candidates and their partners believe the candidates’ performance in the career 
academic role is affected by their being a doctoral student? If so, how? 
 
The formulation of these questions took account of major developments in role theory 
(Goode 1960; Sieber 1974; Thoits 1983); the principles of Symbolic Interaction (SI) 
(Robson 2002); and, the propositional theoretical constructs of Burr, Leigh et al.’s 
(1979) Model of the Antecedents of Role Strain, as described in Chapter 3. The 
questions reflect the idea that role acquisition can lead to both positive and negative 
outcomes for individuals and those who comprise their role counterparts across a 
number of role identities. They allow for exploration of how a new shared experience, 
in the form of an adult family member acquiring the role of a doctoral student, may be 
perceived in a variety of ways and consequently become associated with a range of 
meanings, by different members of the same family.  
 
 
                                                                                                                                            
years, those in the bracket 35-49 years as ‘mid-career’, and those 50 plus years as ‘late-career’. Such a 
division appropriately gives approximately equal time spans to each of these three career phases. 
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Study design  
Selection of a suitable methodology consistent with an SI perspective  
Consistent with the selection of SI as an appropriate theoretical perspective for the 
study, was the selection of qualitative interviewing (Warren 2001) as the 
methodology. Its match is evident in Warren’s account of the objectives of qualitative 
interviewing; she writes:  
 
The purpose of most qualitative interviewing is to derive interpretations, not facts or laws 
from respondent talk … . [The aim] is to understand the meaning of respondents’ experiences 
and life worlds.  (p. 83)  
 
and  
Perspective is especially significant in qualitative interviewing, where meaning making is 
center stage in the interpretive process.  (p. 84) 
 
As a qualitative study, this investigation sought to determine the impact on family life 
of an adult family member undertaking study for a doctorate at a time in life when she 
or he already had considerable family and career responsibilities. In keeping with this 
methodological perspective, understandings of the impact on family life were gleaned 
from data collected from various family members across three generations.  
 
The investigation sought to discover similarities and differences in perceptions among 
family members regarding the advantages and disadvantages accrued for themselves, 
for other individuals in the family and for the family as a group. Collecting 
information from participants representing various generations and with different 
familial associations with the candidates was seen as important because it was 
expected that individuals’ views would be in part determined by their intra-familial 
culture and in part by their generational status within their wider social and cultural 
circumstances.  
 
The study also sought to determine the impact of the candidates’ status (i) as a family 
member and a career academic on their performance of their doctoral student role and 
(ii) as a family member and a doctoral student on their performance of their role as a 
career academic. In keeping with the traditions of qualitative interviewing, 
understandings of the dynamics among these three significant life roles were gleaned 
from data collected from those enacting these roles, that is, the candidates and 
significant others in their lives who were in a position to also comment, namely, their 
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life partners. Collecting information on these aspects of the candidates’ experiences 
was regarded as important because each role is valued highly by society and is 
imbued with strong social and cultural expectations which are inevitably overlaid by 
individuals’ beliefs and values. Hence the perceived quality of one’s performance in 
each of these roles is likely to have important consequences for the individuals’ sense 
of self and for others who, by various means, encounter the candidates in associated 
settings.  
 
The discussion will now detail the data collection and analysis processes. The 
intention when describing these has been to provide sufficient detail to increase 
readers’ confidence in the findings. The description is also intended as a guide for 
others undertaking similar research (Miles & Huberman 1994).  
 
Decision to use qualitative data collection methods  
Notwithstanding that Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) explications of the Propositions that 
underpin the antecedents of role strain are at times expressed in the language of 
quantitative research,2 and the previously reported (see Chapters 2 and 3) propensity 
of family scholars to predominately use quantitative methods in empirical work based 
on an SI perspective (LaRossa 1988; LaRossa & Reitzes 1993; LaRossa & Wolf 
1985)3
 
, this was a qualitative study. The application of the role strain model to a 
qualitative enquiry is endorsed implicitly and explicitly by a number of authors. For 
example, LaRossa and Reitzes point out that SI is not limited to a single methodology, 
and in a discussion which highlights both (i) the power of SI as a theoretical 
perspective and (ii) the robustness of Burr, Leigh et al.’s model for understanding 
family interactions, note: 
Symbolic Interactionism today offers family researchers a rich “mixed bag” of methods and 
concepts in which to empirically explore family interaction and groups. (p. 154) 
 
                                                 
2 For example, the discussion of Proposition 1 makes reference to the possibility of the relationship 
between two variables, “clarity of role expectations” and “role strain”, being inverse, while in 
Proposition 4, reference is made to two variables having a curvilinear relationship and in the discussion 
one variable is described as continuous ‘ranging from the extreme of no activity delegated to a high 
number of activities delegated’ (Burr, Leigh et al. 1979 p. 81).  
3 LaRossa and Wolf (1985) explain that this is in part because: 
… qualitative family researchers occupy a marginal position in both family studies and qualitative 
studies. Ignored by family scholars and qualitative methodologists alike, qualitatively orientated family 
researchers reside, as it were, in a professional limbo. (p. 531)     
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and further observe that, despite the past emphasis on designing family studies around 
quantitative methods, traditional qualitative methods such as in-depth interviewing 
and participant observation have also been used. 
 
More recently, White and Klein (2002) note that, despite controversy and persistent 
internal bickering between the two major schools of thought that emerged within SI 
during the 1960s, one with a positivistic orientation that focussed on quantitative data 
gathering and analysis (Kuhn 1964) and the other with an interpretivist orientation 
(Blumer 1969) that focussed on the use of qualitative methods, the perspective 
nevertheless facilitates a variety of applications. They write: 
 
Many of today’s family scholars have returned to the pragmatic roots of symbolic 
interactionism and use whatever methods are most appropriate to the research question they 
are asking. (p. 71) 
  
Ingoldsby, Smith and Miller. (2004) argue similarly. They write: 
 
A … strength of symbolic interactionism … is its acceptance of both qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies. This means that researchers are not limited to one means of data 
collection … [I]ts history is rich with people who have used a variety of methods to determine 
what makes individuals and families interact as they do.  (p. 89)  
 
Thus both publications, White and Klein (2002) and Ingoldsby et al. (2004), endorsed 
LaRossa and Reitzes’ (1993) liberal interpretation of the choice researchers have 
when selecting methods for data collection and analysis. 
 
In keeping with (i) this broad-minded attitude; (ii) the selection of qualitative 
interviewing as the methodology; and, (iii) the decision to conduct a qualitative 
investigation which adheres to the SI principles articulated by Robson (2002), data 
were collected using individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews with academics 
and members of their families. The choice of such interviews as the data collection 
method enabled analysis to focus on specific issues raised by the interviewees and the 
reports of the findings to highlight the perspectives of the interviewees in the 
language they used to describe their circumstances. In their seminal text on in-depth 
interviewing, Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell and Alexander (1995) reveal the aptness 
of in-depth interviews as a data collection technique to the study’s conceptual 
dimensions; they explain:  
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[I]n-depth interviewing … [is] said to allow the researcher to gain access to the motives, 
meanings, actions and reactions of people in the context of their daily lives. This … approach 
… facilitates an understanding of the informants’ perceptions. (p. 10) 
 
and 
 
[A] primary focus of in-depth interviewing is to understand the significance of human 
experiences as described from the actor’s perspective and interpreted by the researcher. … 
Studies using in-depth interviewing attempt to tap into people’s experiences by presenting 
analyses based on empirically and theoretically grounded descriptions. The aim is to 
understand the interpretations people attach to their situations. (p. 12) 
 
More specific comments by Minichiello et al. reinforce this. For example, to assist 
readers appreciate the nature of, and purpose in using in-depth interviews in 
qualitative studies, they compare in-depth with media-style interviewing. They write: 
 
In-depth interviewing when used in social science research is more subtle [and more 
conversational than the interrogatory style typical of journalistic interviewing] in order to give 
access to knowledge – a knowledge of meanings and interpretations that individuals give to 
their lives and events. (p. 1) 
 
They then subsequently explain the character and benefits of the conversational 
approach, referred to here, when applied to research investigations in this way:    
 
[I]n-depth interviewing [original emphasis] is conversation with a specific purpose – a 
conversation between  researcher and informant focussing on the informant’s perception of 
self, life and experience, and expressed in his or her own words. It is the means by which the 
researcher can gain access to, and subsequently understand, the private interpretations of 
social reality that individuals hold. This is made public in the interview process. (p. 61) 
 
Consistent with the notion that the conversation which takes place in the context of 
research is ‘conversation with a specific purpose’ (also see Kvale 1996; Rubin & 
Rubin 1995; Warren 2001) is that the interviews were both in-depth and semi-
structured. That is, interview schedules were developed around a list of relevant 
themes. These schedules were used by the researcher as a prompt4
 
 to lines of 
conversation. This is in keeping with Minichiello et al.’s (1995) advice that:  
The content of … [semi-structured] interviews is focused on issues central to the research 
question, but the type of questioning and discussion allow for greater flexibility than does the 
survey-style interview. (p. 65) 
 
In practice, this meant that three types of question were used in each interview: main 
questions that established the broad focus of, and then guided the conversation; 
probes seeking clarification of answers or requesting further examples; and, follow-up 
                                                 
4 That is, it was not intended that precise wording would be repeated in interviews with each category 
of participant or that the order of questions was fixed. 
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questions that pursued the implications of answers to main questions (Rubin & Rubin 
1995).5
 
 
A final point to be made in this discussion of the method used for data collection is 
concerned with how the contribution of this study compares with much previous 
research which has considered the effects of the doctoral experience on family life. As 
discussed above (Chapters 2 and 3) earlier investigations were dominated by data 
collection methods involving printed surveys in which participants were asked to rate 
a series of researcher-predetermined statements according to their degree of 
applicability to the participants’ personal circumstances. Such an approach implies 
that the researcher, as the developer of statement options and/or administrator of the 
survey instrument, is the ‘expert’ on the topic and relegates the participants to the 
status of ‘subjects’ (Minichiello et al. 1995 p. 64). The choice of individual, in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews to collect data shifts attention away from the previous 
focus on researchers’ perspectives to a focus on the participants’ perspectives 
(Auerbach & Silverstein 20036
 
). Again, Minichiello et al. (1995) provide a useful 
perspective on what is to be gained from the approach used for this study compared to 
earlier studies which did not employ in-depth interviewing. They comment:       
[With in-depth interviewing] the encounter is between [original emphasis] researcher and 
informant. This implies an egalitarian concept of roles within the interview which contrasts 
with the imbalance of power between the roles in survey method. … [R]ather than focusing on 
the researcher’s perspective as the valid view, it is the informant’s account which is being 
sought and is highly valued. … [W]e try to retrieve the informant’s [sic] world by 
understanding their perspective in language that is natural to them. (p. 68) 
 
Further, they draw attention to, and implicitly caution against a shortcoming of much 
previous research with this remark: 
 
If the researcher develops theories which are not grounded in the informant’s experience of 
social reality, then he or she runs the risk of constructing and imposing on that informant a 
                                                 
5 Anderson and Swazey (1998 p. 3), in the introduction to their report of the findings from a national  
study that surveyed students in the United States make a comment that supports the use of in-depth 
interviews to collect data for this investigation; they write, ‘In studying the doctoral experience, there is 
no substitute for on-site, interview, or observation-based data collection.’  
6 Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) write of qualitative research participants, ‘After all, they are experts 
on the phenomenon being studied because they are experiencing it directly’ (p. 6), and note: 
[T]he researcher [is encouraged] to abandon the “expert” stance and treat the research participants as 
experts on their own lives. … [R]esearchers are [encouraged] to focus on learning from the people they 
study. The qualitative researcher acknowledges that people who have direct life experience with a 
phenomenon know more abut it than she [or he] does; that they rather than she [or he] [original 
emphasis] are the experts. (pp. 26-27) 
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fictional view of [the informant’s] reality. (p. 69) 
                  
Selection of informants 
Determination of number and category of participants   The participants were 
academic staff who were aged 35 years and more and employed in Australian 
universities, and members of their families, that is, their partners, children and parents 
and/or parents-in-law. Gale and Vetere (1987) stress the importance of researchers 
gaining multiple perspectives when investigating family life; they write: 
 
[A]ll family members [original emphasis] need to provide data about family life, if one seeks 
to describe the family’s experience in any comprehensive fashion.  (p. 37) 
 
The inclusion of academic staffs’ children and parents and parents-in-law in the study 
represents a significant contribution to research into the effects of the doctoral 
experience on family life as there are no known individual studies into the doctoral 
experience that have collected data directly from all these sources. While some past 
research has involved surveying and interviewing partners, most studies that have 
investigated attitudes and behaviours of family members have relied on candidates’ 
reports of these, which may or may not have been accurate.7
 
 As indicated, this 
investigation explored various family members’ perspectives as reported by them, in 
their own words. 
Means of recruitment and sample selection   The recruitment of participants was 
undertaken in two stages. Staff were recruited first, then members of their families.  
 
· Recruitment of staff    In brief, to recruit potential academic staff participants, 
information about the planned study was disseminated to the Australian academic 
community at institutional, state-wide and national conferences and seminars. In 
addition, information about the proposed investigation was dispersed through the 
researcher’s collegiate networks. Academic staff interested in participating were 
provided with an outline of the research project (Appendix 4A1) and invited to 
complete an Expression of Interest form (Appendix 4A2) and forward it to the 
                                                 
7 For example, Gale and Vetere (1987) warn: 
A number of researchers and theorists talk of ‘the family’ as if any respondent member in some sense 
represents an organic view. Thus … in much research, one of the parents speaks for the family. 
[However this approach is fraught, as evidenced in a study by Olson, McCubbin, Barnes, Larsen, 
Muxen & Wilson (1983) which showed] the correlations between family members’ responses were 
particularly low. (p. 37)  
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researcher; a pre-paid envelope was provided for those who preferred to mail their 
reply. Six weeks after the first call for written expressions of interest, 19 completed 
forms had been returned either in-person or by post, to the researcher.  Respondents 
included academics who were currently enrolled in, or had recently completed, a 
doctorate. The academics who participated in this study were selected from these 19 
volunteers8
 
 through a series of logically developed strategies which identified, from 
within this group, those who could provide data which represented a range of relevant 
perspectives. These strategies will now be outlined. 
Initially, information on the forms regarding prospective participants’ career and 
doctoral student profiles were assessed to determine if they matched the profile sought 
for the study. Sixteen of those who expressed interest in participating were retained 
for further processing while three were set aside because they did not match the 
profile sought. Then, information regarding familial profiles of those retained were 
matched to the profiles that emerged in a two-phase process involving first, the 
construction of a theoretical sample grid (Minichiello et al. 1995; Warren 2001) based 
on a survey of the literature, and then from this, the identification of those academic 
staff whose circumstances, in terms of the cross-generational familial relationships 
they are involved in, could be described as the most complex. A more detailed 
account of these processes follows. 
 
As to potential participants’ career and doctoral student profile, in the first instance 
the researcher sought to use information provided on the Expression of Interest form 
to identify mid and late-career academics who, while employed in an Australian 
university, embarked on doctoral studies during the 15 years between 1989 and 2004. 
The year 1989 was chosen as the beginning point for selection as this was when major 
policy changes were instituted with respect to enhancing the total research capacity of 
the Australian higher education system. This change brought with it implications for 
                                                 
8 Although four additional completed Expression of Interest forms were submitted, practical 
considerations such as the need to meet pressing timelines meant that these academics were ultimately 
not considered for participation as the selection process was in train by the time the researcher received 
the forms. These academics, and others who were ultimately excluded, were contacted by the 
researcher; informed that they would not be required for this project; thanked for their interest in and 
support of the research; and, asked if their names could be kept on file for possible participation in 
future research. Some expressed disappointment that they would not be involved; all agreed to having 
their names on file.    
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existing, and subsequently employed, academics without higher degrees (see Chapter 
1 for details). Distribution of information about the study began in late 2004.  
 
While for many investigations the idea of relying on participants’ recall for a time 
period of up to 15 years as a primary data source would be considered unacceptable 
because of concerns about the recall capacity of interviewees and hence the reliability 
of the data, this time period was nevertheless apposite for this investigation. This is 
because study towards a doctoral degree is a significant undertaking that typically 
represents many years of endeavour on the part of candidates, particularly if 
enrolment is part-time.9  Further, the issues of concern to this investigation may take 
several years to manifest. Indeed, the time span of 15 years is perhaps the most 
appropriate for ensuring the research captures data that represents the range of the 
experiences of those mid and late-career academics whose employment began prior to 
their embarking on studies towards a doctoral degree. Thus, in summary, the criteria 
for inclusion in the sample for this study were academic staff who, since 1989, began 
studies towards a doctoral degree after the age of 35 whilst employed by an Australian 
university.10
 
  
Once academic staff volunteers whose career and doctoral student profiles matched 
these requirements were identified, consideration was given to the match between 
each one’s familial profile and profiles that emerged from a theoretical sample grid 
that was derived from the literature. Four factors11
                                                 
9 For example, it is currently the expectation of DEST that doctoral research degree students will 
compete within four years’ full-time equivalent study (Kemp 1999). Notwithstanding this, and being 
cognisant of variations across disciplines, it is noteworthy that the most recently available figures on 
Australian research doctoral students’ completion rates indicates that after seven years only 53 per cent 
had completed the award (Martin, Maclachlan & Karmel 1999, released 2001 p. 2).   
 were selected as being of primary 
importance: candidate gender (Edwards 1990; Hooper 1979; Kurtz-Costes, Helmke & 
Űlkű-Steiner 2006; Maher, Ford & Thompson 2004; Shanfield & Benjamin 1985; 
10 The process for selection of academic participants meant they may have been enrolled in a doctoral 
program on a full-time basis, part-time basis or combination of full and part-time bases. Their studies 
may have been in any one of the recognised formats, that is, a PhD by research, a professional 
doctorate, a PhD by publication or a PhD comprising a creative work and exegesis. The terms of 
employment may have been on a casual, sessional or tenured contract. 
11 Note the language used to describe the process of constructing a theoretical sample grid differs from 
that used by Minichiello et al. (1995) to avoid confusion with the language used in discussions 
elsewhere in this dissertation. For example, in this description “factors” has been used in a context 
where Minichiello et al. would have used “categories”; this is because categories has been used 
elsewhere to refer to participant categories, that is, academic/candidate, partners, children and parents/-
in-law.     
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Springer, Parker & Leviten-Reid 2009; Suitor 1987a); partner presence, including 
partner status as doctoral student12
 
, or partner non-presence (Brannock, Litten & 
Smith 2000; Brown 2006; Chen 2009; Fortune 1987; Gold 2006a, b; Hooper 1979; 
Legako & Sorenson 2000; Maher et al. 2004; Price-Bonham 1973; Rohr, Rohr & 
McKenry 1985; Suitor 1987a); child/ren presence (Fortune 1987; Maher et al. 2004; 
Mason, Goulden & Frasch 2009; Millman 2007; Springer et al. 2009; Suitor 1987a); 
and parent/s presence (Chen 2009; Maher et al. 2004; Suitor 1987b). Here the term 
“presence” encompasses the notion that candidates have an ongoing relationship with 
these “others” regardless of whether or not they share the same household, and the 
category of “parent/s” is inclusive of parents-in-law. 
The selection of components for the theoretical sample grid is justified as follows. 
First, with regard to couples, as was seen in Chapter 2 much of the early literature into 
the effects of doctoral study on family life focussed on the experiences of male 
students while more recent research into the area has been dominated by studies of 
female students’ experiences. This investigation aimed to provide insight into the 
experiences of both female and male doctoral candidates, without emphasis on gender 
differences. Second, studies into the effects on familial relationships have tended to 
focus on the outcomes of doctoral studies on candidates’ relationships with their 
partners. While many studies have explored the effects on relationships when one 
partner embarks on doctoral studies, some have concentrated on examining the effects 
when both partners are doctoral students. However, there are no known studies that 
have investigated the effects of these configurations with a specific focus on 
circumstances where one or both doctoral student-partners are also coping with the 
responsibilities of an academic career during their middle adulthood.  
 
Third, as for cross-generational relationships, while the presence of children up to the 
age of 18 in the lives of return-to-study students has been taken into account in past 
investigations, the focus has been on examining if their presence has any effects on 
the parenting couples’ relationship or on the levels of stress and strain experienced by 
the student. This investigation explored the effects on the relationship between the 
child and their doctoral student-parent/s without upper limits on the age of the 
                                                 
12 The literature refers to couples who are both studying as “symmetrical couples” and couples where 
one is a student and the other not as “asymmetrical couples”. 
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children and when the doctoral student-parent is returning to study while employed as 
an academic. Finally, the issue of return-to-study students managing their student and 
nuclear family roles in concert with their relationship with an aged parent has 
received scant attention. A very small number of quantitative studies have included a 
single or small number of items that enquire into doctoral students’ and their partners’ 
general attitudes to their parents and parents-in-law and into the extent to which 
parents and parents-in-law have provided financial assistance to the students’ 
household. This investigation explored the effects on the relationship between 
parents/-in-law and doctoral students when the parent is aged and the student is 
undertaking study in their middle years. Using these components, a theoretical sample 
grid (Table 4.1) appropriate for this study was constructed.   
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With reference to Table 4.1, it can be seen that if academics, studying for a doctorate, 
are deemed to have “a family” when they have at least one relationship association 
with one other family member13, 22 academic profiles emerge as possibilities for 
participation in this investigation. These academic profiles are indicated by the shaded 
cells (row 5).14 These 22 candidate profiles, in turn, generate 18 different family 
configurations for participation as a consequence of the inclusion of symmetrical 
doctoral student couples.15
                                                 
13 That is, a partner, a child or a parent/-in-law. 
 To accommodate this permutation in the sampling grid, 
14 Note they comprise academic profiles represented by the letters A-X, from which L and X are 
excluded from the study on account of their having no immediate familial associations. 
15 For this study couples were considered to be symmetrical if for any period of time between 1989 and 
the time of interview they were concurrently enrolled in a doctoral program or if the partner of an 
academic selected to participate had previously been awarded a doctorate. 
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columns showing family configurations for academics in symmetrical relationships 
were coalesced (Table 4.2). 
Table 4.2 Refined theoretical sampling grid 
Female Female/Male  Male 
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Taking into account the decision that all interviews would be one-on-one, Table 4.2 
indicates that a minimum of 50 interviews would be required to cover all of the 
configurations displayed.16 However, if, as was likely, families consisted of more than 
one child and more than one parent/-in-law, this number would be much greater. For 
example, if there were two children and two parents/-in-law in each family, the 
number of potential interviews would rise to 70.17
 
  
In a general sense, a study involving 50 in-depth interviews of 1-1½ hours is tenable. 
However, given that there are administrative imperatives that limit the scope of the 
PhD, in terms of maximum word number and time to complete; that it was highly 
likely that the number of participants generated by the theoretical sample grid would 
be many more than 50; and, that the researcher would be transcribing all interviews, 
as recommended by Minichiello et al. (1995)18
                                                 
16 With the following number of interviews required for each academic profile A-4, B-3 , C-3 , D-2, 
E/Q-4, F/R-3, G/S-3, H/T-2, I-3, J-2, K-2, L-0, M-4, N-3, O-3, P-2, U-3, V-2, W-2 and X-0, the total 
was 50 individual interviews. 
, it was decided that a cogent strategy 
for reducing the number of interviews, which would not compromise the quality of 
17 With the following number of interviews required for each academic profile A-6, B-4 , C-4 , D-2, 
E/Q-6, F/R-4, G/S-4, H/T-2, I-5, J-3, K-3, L-0, M-6, N-4, O-4, P-2, U-5, V-3, W-3 and X-0, the total 
was 70 individual interviews. 
18 Minichiello et al. (1995) advise: 
                       [T]he major advantage of typing your own transcripts is that you become more familiar with the 
                         data. As you are taking down the text, you become engaged in data analysis. (p. 100)   
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the investigation, was required. To this end, phase two of the refined sample selection 
process was instituted. 
 
The aim of phase two was to determine from within the identified 18 academic 
familial profiles19
 
 those that could be assumed to represent the candidates with the 
most complex familial configurations, which in terms of the research question were 
expected to yield richer more compelling insights into the effects of enrolment on 
family dynamics. Information was extrapolated from Table 4.2 to elucidate the 
complexity of familial relationships across the range of configurations, and organised 
in Table 4.3. 
Table 4.3 Theoretical sampling grid adapted to show complexity of cross-generation relationships 
 academic/candidate 
    c      Female  Male 
partner children parent/s No. of generational  
Relationships 
A ✔  ✔(a) ✔ ✔ 3 
B ✔  ✔(a) ✔  2 
C ✔  ✔(a)  ✔ 2 
D ✔  ✔(a)   1 
E/Q ✔   ✔(s) ✔ ✔ 3 
F/R ✔  ✔ (s) ✔  2 
G/S  ✔ ✔(s)  ✔ 2 
H/T  ✔ ✔(s)   1 
I ✔   ✔ ✔ 2 
J ✔   ✔  1 
K ✔    ✔ 1 
L ✔     0 
M  ✔ ✔(a) ✔ ✔ 3 
N  ✔ ✔(a) ✔  2 
O  ✔ ✔(a)  ✔ 2 
P  ✔ ✔(a)   1 
U  ✔  ✔ ✔ 2 
V  ✔  ✔  1 
W  ✔   ✔ 1 
X  ✔    0 
 
KEY: c academic volunteer profile identification letter  (a) asymmetrical partner  (s) symmetrical partner   
                                                 
19 That is, those represented by the letters A, B, C, D, E/Q, F/R, G/S, H/T, I, J, K, M, N, O, P, U, V and 
W. Note E/Q, F/R, G/S, H/T have been converged because they depict symmetrical couples, and L and 
X have been excluded because they depict academics with no immediate familial associations.  
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Table 4.3, column 5 indicates the total number of generational relationships of each 
candidate profile and the shaded rows indicate the candidate family configurations 
subsequently selected for participation because of their complexity. In the cases of 
candidates A, E/Q and M, the complexity is demonstrated by there being the 
maximum number (three) of generational relationships; in the cases of I and U by the 
candidate having to manage cross-generational relationships without the potential 
support of a partner; and, in the cases of B, F/R and N by the candidate having to 
manage cross-generational relationships without the potential support of extended 
family, that is, parents/-in-law. 
 
Convergence of these details resulted in a projected theoretical total of 27 as the 
minimum number of interviews, comprising interviews with: six academics who were 
either in an asymmetrical couple relationship or were unpartnered; four partners, who 
were in asymmetrical couple relationships; four academics, who were in symmetrical 
couple relationships; eight children and five parents or parents-in-law. Given the 
constraints noted above, conducting and analysing interviews based on this version of 
the sampling grid was considered manageable and appropriate for capturing an 
appropriate range of perspectives from the combination of family circumstances 
defined by the theoretical sample.20
  
   
Once academic staff who were potential participants were identified by the profile 
matching process, they were contacted to confirm their continuing interest and 
availability. If two or more academic volunteers were available from any of the 
academic profile groups to be studied,21
                                                 
20 Note too that this number is consistent with Warren’s (2001) observation: 
 one was selected randomly. All eight staff 
contacted agreed to proceed, and interview dates, times and venues were organised. 
Prior to interview, staff (i) were informed of the project’s approval by the University 
of Ballarat’s Human Research Ethics Committee (Project  Number B04-162, 
Appendix 4B), (ii) received a Plain Language Statement (Appendix 4C1) that 
explained the purpose and nature of the investigation in clear, easy-to-understand 
Although there are few reasons set forth for the numbers of respondents appropriate in qualitative 
studies, there seems to be norms. To have a nonethnographic qualitative interview study published, the 
minimum number of interviews seems to fall in the range of 20 to 30. (p. 99)     
21 That is A, B, E/Q, F/R, I, M, N and U.  
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language and (iii) completed a written Informed Consent to Participate form 
(Appendix 4C2).   
 
· Recruitment of family members    To recruit family member participants, the 
researcher first sought the permission of academic staff participants to approach 
members of their families to invite them to be involved. Staff who agreed were asked 
to discuss the Plain Language Statement with their families and to ascertain if various 
members would be happy for the researcher to contact them individually to discuss 
the project further and perhaps organise an interview. Academics were asked to 
impress on each family member that their participation or non-participation was an 
individual decision, regardless of what others in the family chose to do. After 
discussing the project with their families, academics provided receptive family 
members’ telephone contact details and information regarding when it would be 
convenient for the researcher to call. Not all family members of those academics who 
volunteered and were selected to be involved wished, or were available, to be 
contacted. However, all those family members who agreed to be contacted, further 
agreed to participate, and interview dates, time and locations were arranged. Some 
protocols for involving family members varied according to their legal status as an 
adult or minor; these will now be outlined.    
 
Prior to interview, partners, children aged more than 18 years and parents/-in-law (i) 
received a copy of the Plain Language Statement that had been distributed earlier to 
academic staff participants and (ii) completed a copy of the same written Consent to 
Participate form. In accordance with the National Health and Medical Research 
Council’s statement (NH&MRC 1992 p. 9) regarding research on the elderly, it was 
anticipated that elderly parents and parents-in-law were in a position ‘to give a free 
and comprehending consent’. To be otherwise would have meant that they were 
unsuited for participation and that academic staff participants would have informed 
the researcher of this when the potential involvement of family members was 
discussed.    
 
Prior to interview, children aged less than 18 years received an adapted version of the 
Plain Language Statement that was distributed to the adult participants (Appendix 
4C3). This was read to the children by either their parents or the researcher. In the 
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case of the children, informed consent to participate was obtained in writing from two 
signatories, the child and a parent (Appendix 4C4).22
 
 The NH&MRC (1992 p. 9) 
requires that consent be obtained from child participants less than 18 years of age as 
well as their parents or guardian ‘where the child is of sufficient maturity and 
intelligence to make this practicable’. Related to the notion of maturity, the selection 
of children participants was limited to those more than 10 years of age. This is 
because the researcher expected, given the themes to be pursued in the interviews, 
that it might not be possible to elicit useful information for the study from children 
who were younger.    
With specific reference to children’s participation in scientific investigations, the 
NH&MRC (1992 p. 8, Supplementary note 2) states that research on children ‘may be 
performed only when the information sought cannot in practice be obtained by other 
means’. In relation to this study, it is important to note that a basic tenet of SI is that 
individuals experience life events in various ways, and that this in turn, will affect 
how people relate to one another. It was, therefore, imperative in the context of this 
investigation with its emphasis on familial relationships, that children be given the 
opportunity to describe their perceptions and experiences in their own way rather than 
have others interpret and describe the children’s experiences for them.23
 
 If adults were 
given authority to speak on behalf of them, aware, articulate children would have 
been denied the opportunity to ‘voice’ their perspectives on their own terms and the 
import of the study and the knowledge gained from it would have been significantly 
diminished. 
As is evident in these protocols, ethical considerations were of paramount importance 
in negotiating academics’ and family members’ involvement in the study. Indeed, 
they pervaded the conduct of the study and the reporting of the findings, as will be 
seen also in the descriptions below.   
 
                                                 
22 Plain Language Statements and Consent Forms were available in large print for those requiring such 
a format.  
23 Gale and Vetere (1987) remind readers:  
[E]ach individual [family] member is different, and while the family may have a set of common 
meanings for family events which are in some sense private from the outside world … there are still 
discrepancies among family members in their personal interpretation of events. Such discrepancies will 
in their turn influence the behaviour of individuals and their interactions with each other. (p. 37) 
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· Resulting sample size   All interviews organised during the recruitment of 
participants phase proceeded as planned. In summary, interviews were conducted with 
eight academic volunteers; six partners, four of whom were in asymmetrical couple 
relationships and two in symmetrical couple relationships; 13 children, aged 10 to 24 
years; and, nine parents/-in-law. These 36 interviews captured the experiences of 
eight families.  
 
Details of interview process    
All individual, in-depth interviews were conducted by the researcher at locations 
throughout Victoria nominated by the participants, or in the case of aged parents and 
children aged less than 18 years, nominated by academic participants. 24
 
 The locations 
included: participants’ homes, academics’ workplaces and the researcher’s workplace. 
When organising a suitable location, the emphasis was on minimising the 
inconvenience to the participants and ensuring the environment was conducive to 
them feeling comfortable to speak openly and privately about their perspectives and 
experiences. 
While there were no aspects of the study design that might leave any participant open 
to risks of emotional stress greater than, or additional to, risks encountered in their 
usual day-to-day interactions and conversations, in keeping with the University of 
Ballarat’s ethics’ requirements, a protocol was in place to support participants if the 
need arose. This involved them being advised that if, during the interviews, issues 
emerged that they felt they would like to discuss with a personal counsellor, there are 
community organisations which provide individual, confidential, telephone support. 
The researcher indicated that contact numbers were listed on all participants’ copies 
of the Plain Language Statement.25 In addition, where applicable, participants also 
received information on personal counselling support services available through 
individual universities, but not necessarily be available to all participants.26, 27
                                                 
24 Note, however, not all interviewees were residents of Victoria.  
 
25 These included the Kids’ Help Line, 1800 55 1800; Lifeline, 13 11 14; Men’s Line Australia, 1300 
789 978; and, Parentline 13 2289. 
26 For example many, but not all, Australian universities provide varying degrees of individual and 
group, face-to-face counselling support to staff and/or family members through their student 
counselling services and/or the Employee Assistance Program. 
27 At the same time, participants were advised that the researcher does not have qualifications in 
personal counselling. 
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The interviews were based on semi-structured schedules (Appendices 4D1, 4D2, 4D3, 
4D4) which served to prompt the researcher, and supplementary handouts, designed to 
assist participants focus on the concepts of major life roles, sub-identities within roles 
and role behaviours (Appendices 4E1; 4E2, 4E3, 4E4).28
 
When first approached about possible involvement, participants were informed that 
the interviews would be audio recorded and transcribed. Prior to the day of their 
interview, they were assured (i) that it was not the purpose of the study to delve into 
private family matters, as is consistent with requirements expressed in the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans (NH&MRC 1999, 
Section 18 Privacy Information p. 53), or to look for inconsistencies in what family 
members said, and (ii) that specific things they said would not be repeated to either 
members of their families or other participants; thus, they were assured of 
confidentiality. They were also informed that if they changed their minds about 
participating at any time up until the time that the data were aggregated, they were 
free to: (i) withdraw completely; (ii) decline to answer a specific question or 
questions; and, (iii) request that particular comments made by them be withheld from 
the data pool.
 Copies of the interview 
schedules were available to participants prior to, and during their interview. To ensure 
all areas of interest to the investigation were explored, and to facilitate a flexible 
interview structure, determined in part by the sequence in which the participants 
raised issues, the researcher made brief field notes during the interviews.   
29
 
 These points were reiterated on the day of the interview.  
It was anticipated that interviews would last between 30 and 90 minutes. The 
expectation was that those with the children and aged parents/-in-law would take 30 
minutes and those with academic staff and partners, 90 minutes. However, these were 
substantial underestimations as interviews with children and aged parents/-in-law 
typically took 60 minutes and those with academic staff and partners ranged from 90 
minutes to 150 minutes. The explanation for this was the enthusiasm participants had 
                                                 
28 Adapted from a model devised by Hall (1972 p. 472) titled Hypothetical Model of the Roles of a 
Married Woman. 
29 As a general principle such actions are only possible up until the time that the data are aggregated, as 
once this has been done, attribution should not be possible. However, as it transpired, to ensure 
participants’ peace-of-mind, all participants were given the opportunity to comment on a draft of the 
Findings chapter applicable to their category of participant prior to the final edit and to request any 
quotations they recognised as their own, which cased them concern, be omitted. 
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for speaking about and sharing their experiences related to the topic.30,31 At the 
completion of each interview, participants were asked if they would be happy to be 
contacted for a further interview, if needed. All agreed.32
 
  
As far as possible, interviews were conducted in clusters according to category of 
participants, that is, all of the interviews with academics were conducted first, these 
were followed by those with partners, then children, then parents/-in-law. Such 
groupings were desirable as they enabled the researcher to use insight gained from 
early interviews to inform issues explored in subsequent interviews to determine if a 
particular perspective was shared by others in the same category. Concomitant with 
this, as soon as practicable following each interview, the audio recordings were 
transcribed by the researcher.  
 
Because families were involved, it was inevitable that family members would be 
aware of each other’s participation; hence, protection of individuals’ identity as 
participants could not be absolutely guaranteed. Nevertheless, as is appropriate for 
one who has duty of care, the researcher sought, beyond each familial grouping, to 
protect individuals’ and families’ identities by not disclosing the names of participants 
to any other person. In keeping with this, as audio tapes were transcribed participants’ 
names were removed from all printed documents and replaced by letter / number 
codes. In addition, the names of academic staff participants’ employing institutions 
were masked; this provided both individual and institutional anonymity. 
 
Ethics approval for the research was granted in November 2004. Data were collected 
over 12 months. Data collection began in December 2004, and collection and 
transcriptions were completed in December 2005.   
                                                 
30 Katz (1976) noted similarly in relation to his study in which he interviewed female students, their 
partners and their children, each individually in the families’ homes about their experiences  since the 
women resumed their formal education: 
               It was difficult to confine the interviews to the allocated time span (approximately one hour), 
                particularly in the case of the women and their husbands, who viewed the return to education as an 
                important part of their lives. (p. 90)    
31 Note, Suitor (1987a) reported that for her study involving return to study women and their partners, 
‘The interviews with the women lasted approximately two and one-half hours each; interviews with the 
husbands lasted approximately one and one-half hours each.’ (p. 315), indicating consistency with the 
times that, it emerged, participants in the current investigation required to “tell their stories”.  
32 The requirement for a second interview was not, however, an integral aspect of the research design, 
and as it transpired, no follow-up interviews were necessary. 
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Overview of method of data analysis   
Data were not analysed as family case studies; rather, they were analysed by category 
of participants, that is, parents/-in-law, children, partners and candidates. The 
parents/-in-law’s interview transcripts were fully analysed33 first, then the strategies 
used were applied consistently to each of the remaining categories of family 
members.34 Initially transcripts were scrutinised and relevant ‘repeating ideas’35 
(Auerbach & Silverstein 2003 p. 37) identified. Each repeating idea was grouped with 
“like” ideas and labelled with original, descriptive “plain language” concept tags 
devised by the researcher.36 The emergent tags were then pattern matched37
                                                 
33 This was not withstanding that preliminary analysis for all categories began during the preparation of 
the transcriptions.   
 (Gibbs 
2002) to each of the 12 Propositions which Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) identify as 
34 While the decision was made early in the life of the project to present the findings according to 
participant category, a useful, sustainable strategy for data analysis was not immediately obvious. The 
course of action outlined here, adapted from the approach described by Auerbach and Silverstein 
(2003), was undertaken after a number of other tactics were tried and found to be unsuitable. Note, 
however, that while Auerbach and Silverstein’s guide was invaluable in informing the approach used, it 
did not provide a blueprint; indeed their target audience is researchers aiming to develop theory rather 
than those using an existing theory. Notwithstanding this difference, their text did clarify areas of 
researcher uncertainty and provided practical tactics that were readily adaptable to this investigation. 
The main challenges for this researcher were associated with two of the study design’s strengths; 
namely, (i) there was a very large volume of useful data available and (ii) the ‘elegant’ (White & Klein 
2002), but non-specific nature of Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) Propositional statements meant there was 
ample opportunity for the researcher to interpolate various layers of analytical sophistication into the 
reports of the findings, including: description, explanation, interpretation, causal links, comparisons, 
illumination and so on. Auerbach and Silverstein address both of these issues directly in their text. For 
example, they comment on how one can feel overwhelmed by ‘a sea of data’ (p. 32) and how creating a 
theoretical narrative leads a researcher to understand participants and their lives at a deeper level, 
which enables them to ‘integrate the subjective world of people’s experience with the abstract world of 
theory’ (p. 74), and provide strategies for dealing with these phenomena. They write of their approach: 
The central idea … is to move from raw text to research concerns in small steps, each step building on 
the previous one. That way you do not have to immediately see the connection between the raw text and 
your research concerns; you only have to see as far as the next step. Having taken that step, you will be 
able to see further and take the step after that one ...  . You can think of the steps of coding as a staircase, 
moving you from lower to a higher (more abstract) [original parentheses] level of understanding. The 
lowest level is the raw data and the highest level is your research concerns. (p. 35)  
35 Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) write, ‘[D]ifferent research participants often use the same or 
similar words and phrases to express the same idea. These ideas are called repeating ideas [original 
emphasis] (p. 37), and ‘A repeating idea is an idea expressed in relevant text by two or more research 
participants’ (p. 54). For the purposes of this study, to fulfil the potential for developing cross-category 
understandings and insight the identification and inclusion of repeating ideas has encompassed ideas 
expressed by two or more research participants regardless of their participant category. In other words, 
a repeating idea may represent a sentiment expressed by participants from different participant 
categories (e.g. parent and candidate) and not necessarily participants in the same category (e.g. two or 
more parents).  Auerbach and Silverstein endorse this approach; they write. ‘[R]epeating ideas occur 
within groups … However, repeating ideas can also occur across groups’ (p. 38).   
36 Note the tags devised reflected what the researcher had learned about the topic when preparing the 
literature review and selecting the theory. These pre data-collection activities “sensitised” the 
researcher to relevant concepts. 
37 When describing the qualitative researcher’s activity of pattern matching Gibbs (2002 p. 157) writes, 
‘The analyst compares a pattern of results found in the data collected with a pattern predicted on the 
basis of previous knowledge and/or theory.’      
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impacting, either positively or negatively, on individuals’ experiences of role strain 
within families. Pattern matching provided insight into the ways and extent to which 
the participants experienced the abstract notions posited by Burr, Leigh et al.’s 
Antecedents of Role Strain model and in so doing clarified how undertaking doctoral 
studies can affect family life in ‘the real world’ (Robson 2002 p. 1). The process of 
coding, however, was not linear or straightforward, nor were the meanings captured 
by the data and understandings reached immediately evident. Auerbach and 
Silverstein (2003) prepare researchers for the iterative nature of the qualitative data 
analysis phase; they advise: 
 
Although we present the steps sequentially, the coding process is not a linear movement from 
Step 1 to [subsequent steps]. Rather, as you code you will find yourself going back and forth 
between steps. As you become more and more familiar with the data, you will realize, for 
example, that the repeating idea that you originally coded as reflecting one theme, actually 
makes more sense grouped with the repeating ideas under a different theme. Or you might 
decide that two separate themes could be collapsed into a third, more comprehensive theme. 
Thus, the process of coding is complex and requires patience. We present these steps as a 
linear progression only for ease of exposition. (p. 43) 
  
Annotated extracts from the researcher’s (i) data analysis and (ii) draft findings files 
illustrate how the approach described here was used to craft the final reports of the 
findings (Appendix 4F1).  
 
Approach to reporting the findings     
·  Presentation of the content   That data were collected from multiple sources, with 
various family member identities, meant it was possible to triangulate information 
both within and across categories of participants when reporting the study’s findings. 
When writing about the concept of triangulation38 in the context of qualitative studies, 
authors (for example, Janesick 1994; Miles & Huberman 1994; Minichiello et al. 
1995; Perlesz & Lindsay 2003; Robson 2002) typically refer to the seminal, 
sociological writings of Denzin (1978) who identifies four basic types of triangulation 
with one being data triangulation, that is, using a variety of data sources, such as 
different participants, as was the case with this study to draw inferences about the 
phenomenon being investigated. 39, 40
                                                 
38 Triangulation is described variously in the literature as a ‘concept’, ‘strategy’ ‘technique’ and 
‘process’ (Perlesz & Lindsay 2003 p. 27). Following Perlesz and Lindsay’s approach these various 
usages are taken to be interchangeable. 
 While the strategy of comparing information 
39 Data triangulation can also involve making inferences from information gathered from various 
documents and researcher observations made in a range of locations or time phases. 
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gathered from different interviewees is useful for identifying shared perspectives 
(Hammersley & Atkinson 2007),41
 
 it also allows for the identification of incongruent 
or dissonant data. Indeed, in keeping with the theoretical perspective of SI, 
researchers can expect that any research that investigates the perspectives of human 
participants will uncover multiple realities rather than a single, fixed reality among 
participants (Crotty 1998; Guba & Lincoln 1994; Robson 2002).  
Several researchers (for example, Perlesz & Lindsay 2003; Ribbens McCarthy, 
Holland & Gillies 2003; Song 1998) have commented specifically on this being an 
issue for those researching families. Song (1998 p. 115), for example, writes with 
reference to a specific study she did of familial interactions, ‘[M]ultiple interviews 
helped to reveal the complexities, contradictions and tensions in people’s accounts 
and in their daily lives’ while Perlesz and Lindsay (2003) make a similar point 
regarding their research in general; they write: 
 
In our experience of researching families, triangulation produces both convergent and 
divergent data for analysis. In family research divergent data is [sic] likely to be more 
common than convergent data for several reasons. (p. 32) 
 
The reasons they list are these: (i) ‘the complexity of even defining “the family” 
indicates that there are likely to be multiple perspectives within its ranks’; (ii) ‘the 
multi-faceted context of families means that they consist of groups of individuals 
who, though linked in various ways, actually occupy different social positions through 
having different genders, ages, experiences and so forth and different sources of 
power within the family’; and, (iii) ‘the intimate subject matter of [much] family 
research is likely to throw up a range of understandings based on individual family 
members’ unique experiences’ (Perlesz & Lindsay 2003 p. 32). Perlesz and Lindsay 
also note, however, ‘Despite the complications triangulation throws up for 
researchers, we argue that it remains a useful approach to the study of relationships 
and family life (p. 26).  
 
                                                                                                                                            
40 Other strategies for triangulation indentified by Denzin (1978), but not used in this study, are 
investigator triangulation: using more than one researcher in a study; theory triangulation: using 
multiple theories or perspective to interpret a single set of data; and, methodological triangulation: 
using multiple methods to study a single problem.  
41 Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) write of the benefit of data triangulation in this way: 
In social research, if we rely on a single piece of data there is the danger that undetected error in our 
inferences may render our analysis incorrect. If, on the other hand, diverse kinds of data lead to the same 
conclusion, we can be a little more confident in that conclusion. (p. 183) 
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The following account outlines the strategies for writing up the findings of the study 
that took cognisance of the need to manage both consistencies and inconsistencies in 
participants’ accounts of the effects on family life when an adult family member, who 
is an academic, embarks on doctoral studies. 
 
Consistent with the approaches to data collection and analysis described above, the 
findings for this study are first reported in separate chapters according to category of 
participant. That is, a chapter each is devoted to the findings in relation to the 
parent/s-in-law, children, partners and candidates. Following these four chapters is 
one which provides an overview of the main findings across the participants’ 
categories. Several considerations influenced the decision to report the findings in this 
way, rather than preserving families as case studies.  
 
First was the ethical concern regarding the importance of protecting interviewees’ 
anonymity and thus avoiding risks that might arise from it being possible for 
participants to readily recognise other family members’ contributions. The 
aggregation of data by participant category was one of a number of strategies used to 
provide identity protection; other strategies are described elsewhere in this account of 
the methodology.   
 
Second, marshalling and assembling data across cases for the initial four findings 
chapters facilitated the creation of ‘coherent descriptions of what and how things 
happen’ (Miles & Huberman 1994 p. 207) from the perspectives of participants who 
shared a particular family member identity. These descriptions in turn provided a 
basis for deeper understandings of the impact of various phenomena and processes as 
the researcher sought to generate credible explanations for participants’ beliefs, values 
and perceptions. Miles and Huberman (p. 207) explain the benefits of cross-case 
analysis compared to consideration of an individual’s experiences in this way, 
‘Multiple cases are extraordinarily helpful in both generating explanations and testing 
them systematically’.42
                                                 
42 This is not to suggest that they dismiss the importance of researchers’ taking account of individual 
cases; indeed they argue:  
 To explain, when comments by a number of participants who 
[C]ross-case analysis is tricky. Simply summarizing superficially across some themes or main variables 
by itself tells us little. We have to look carefully at the complex configuration of processes within each 
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share a general experience are considered by a researcher, account must be taken of 
(i) similarities and differences; (ii) concurrences and contradictions; and, (iii) 
consistencies and inconsistencies, in what they say and attempts made to reconcile 
these through plausible causal explanations in the reports of the findings; thus, deeper 
insight is gained.  
 
In addition, detailed and careful examination of the dynamic and complex 
configurations of events, attitudes and behaviours described within each category of 
participant chapter, provided a sound platform for the subsequent presentation of the 
Overview of the main findings chapter, which both summarises the most salient 
information regarding the experiences and perspectives of participants and presents 
additional explanations for variations across participants’ categories. Again the words 
of Miles and Huberman (1994 p. 172) are useful for capturing the intent of presenting 
the findings in this way; they argue, ‘[T]he aim is to develop more sophisticated 
descriptions and more powerful explanations’.   
 
While the question of the generalisability of findings in qualitative studies, 
particularly when cross-case analyses are conducted, is contested, (Firestone 1993; 
McGrath 1982; Miles & Huberman 1994; Patton 1990; Yin 1989)43
 
, Firestone (1993) 
offers a perspective that is especially applicable to this study and provides a third 
justification for a cross-case approach to presenting the findings. Despite reservations, 
which he expresses thus: 
Generalizing from [qualitative] data is always problematic at best. Since Hume …, 
philosophers and researchers have understood that generalization requires extrapolation that 
can never be fully justified logically. When researchers generalize, they make claims about the 
applicability of their findings to other settings. Readers must always assess these critically. (p. 
16) 
 
Firestone identifies, and makes evaluative comments on, ‘three broad arguments for 
generalizing from [qualitative] data’; one of which is ‘analytical generalization or 
extrapolation using theory’ (p.16; also see Hammersley & Gomm 2000; Mitchell 
2000; Yin 1994, 2009). His assessment of this approach is that analytic generalisation 
can be very helpful for qualitative researchers, particularly ‘when the theory is 
                                                                                                                                            
case, understand the local dynamics, before we can begin to see patterning of variables that transcends 
particular cases. Combining “process” and “variable” is needed. (Miles & Huberman 1994 p. 205) 
43 For example, with reference to McGrath (1982), Firestone (1993 p. 16) writes simply and 
powerfully, ‘Generalizabilty is clearly not the strength of qualitative research’.  
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intended to apply across a wider range of specific populations and settings’ (p. 17). 
Yin (1989 p. 44) explains the application of the term in these ways, ‘[I]n analytic 
generalization, the investigator is striving to generalize a particular set of results to a 
broader theory’, and ‘[In] analytic generalization … a previously developed theory is 
used as a template with which to compare the empirical results of the case study’ 
(2009 p. 38). Firestone notes, ‘To generalize to a theory is to provide evidence that 
supports (but does not definitively prove) that theory’ (p. 17).  
 
As indicated above (Chapter 3), and referred to again below, Burr, Leigh et al.’s 
(1979) Model of the Antecedents of Role Strain within families, which the authors 
intended could be applied generically across a range of familial circumstances, was 
shown to provide an ideal theoretical tool for guiding the analysis of data and 
providing greater understandings of the outcomes for the participants in this study. 
Thus, it can be claimed the format for reporting the findings, in four focussed and one 
synthesising chapter, provides a cogent structure for systematically presenting 
evidence that supports the utility of the broader theory.   
 
A sample of 36 participants representing the experiences of eight families is not 
intended to be completely representative of the interactions among any other one 
family group or of family groups as a whole. However, as to whether the study’s 
findings can claim to be generalisable (Gomm, Hammersley & Foster 2000) or 
transferable (Guba & Lincoln 1989; Lincoln & Guba 2000) beyond the participating 
families to the population of mid and late-career academics employed in Australian 
universities undertaking doctoral studies, Miles and Huberman (1994), in an 
environment where the issue is under debate, assert: 
 
One aim of studying multiple cases is to increase generalizability, reassuring yourself that the 
events and processes in one well-described setting are not wholly idiosyncratic.  (p. 172)  
 
Thus, they endorse the approach to presenting the findings as one that “enhances” the 
case for the study claiming to provide insight into not only the participants’ 
experiences but also others, whose circumstances in terms of their being members of a 
family where an adult is attempting to simultaneously balance significant academic 
career, family member and doctoral student responsibilities, parallel those of the 
participants. That the “stories” (Auerbach & Silverstein 2003; Yin 2009 p. 130) told 
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in each of the Findings chapters themselves represent a breadth of experiences, is 
evidenced by the approach to the selection of participants, which, as described in 
detail above, was based on a theoretical sampling grid (Minichiello et al. 1995; 
Warren 2001). Miles and Huberman comment on the importance of both studying 
multiple cases and having an adequate sampling approach to qualitative studies 
making claims for generalisability. They write:    
 
We would like to know something about the relevance or applicability of our findings to other 
similar settings, to transcend “radical particularism” … [M]ultiple cases, adequately sampled 
… and analysed carefully … can help us answer the reasonable question, Do these findings 
make sense beyond this specific case?  (p. 173) 
 
In summary, the strategy of first drawing together in single chapters the experiences 
of each category of participant, enabled the researcher to identify commonalities and 
uniqueness among participants’ experiences and perceptions and provide explanations 
for these. With this information systematically organised and clearly laid out, the 
researcher was in a strong position to then synthesise information across the 
participant categories and to further highlight similarities and differences in 
experiences and perceptions at the family member identity level, that is, to identify 
what were the experiences and perceptions of each category of participant when 
compared to other categories of family membership. Thus, the presentation of the 
findings culminates in a chapter which presents readers with useful insights into a 
range of ways career academics and various members of their families might well be 
affected if academics add the demands of the doctoral student role to their existing 
major life role responsibilities. Denzin and Lincoln (1994 p. 202) predict the 
consequences of researchers identifying common threads in what was reported by 
multiple participants when they write, ‘[R]eaders will be able to generalize 
subjectively from the case in question to their own personal experiences’. The 
benefits of this are that it can be both consciousness raising and transformative, as 
being forewarned about possible negative consequences places various stakeholders, 
within and outside the family, in a position of taking action to avert the less desirable 
consequences that the study reveals are possible.  These issues are discussed in the 
final chapter, Chapter 10, in which conclusions are drawn and recommendations 
made.  
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A final point for consideration before moving on to discuss the format used to present 
each of the four Findings chapters, is how dissonant data were managed. Perlesz and 
Lindsay (2003) comment that this is an aspect that, in the main, has been overlooked 
when family researchers have described their approach to analysis. They write: 
 
There is an emerging critique which argues the research outcomes of triangulation are not 
always easily interpreted. The research literature on triangulation has paid little attention to 
the problematic of ‘making sense of dissonant data’. Nor has there been much discussion 
around the use of the technique of triangulation when researching families. (p. 26) 
 
Ribbens McCarthy et al. (2003) agree that this is an area which family researchers 
who interview related individuals have not addressed adequately: 
 
While the use of interview from related individuals has become increasingly common in social 
research, … there has been little explicit discussion of how to tackle the analysis of such 
related interviews. … [F]ew describe in any detail how they approach the task of analysing the 
rich but highly complex sets of interview materials. (pp.1-2)  
 
The following account is intended to make a contribution to this previously neglected 
area. 
  
Of primary importance in addressing this issue was the selection of the Burr, Leigh et 
al.’s (1979) model to assist data analysis. This is because implicit in the model’s three 
Theoretical Constructs and their embedded Propositions, is acknowledgment that 
there will be tensions in the way individuals experience various events in their lives.44
                                                 
44 For example, Propositions associated with Theoretical Construct II, titled ‘Activity and Reward’, 
facilitate identification of (i) how role enactment can generate both rewards (for example, Proposition 
7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the reward one perceives from role enactment) and 
strain (for example, Proposition 4: The more activity that individuals believe is prescribed for them, the 
greater their role strain) and (ii) overall, which reaction is dominant (for example, Proposition  8: The 
greater the reward individuals perceive from their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship 
between the amount of activity and role strain). 
 
Systematic analysis, guided by the model, enabled the researcher to cross-reference 
information using the Propositions to provide instances of data that supported an 
explanation posited by the researcher for seemingly contradictory findings. The 
technique of cross-referencing was used within, between and among individuals’ 
interviews and chapters, which aggregated interview data. This process was supported 
by the use of appropriate language markers such as ‘nevertheless’, ‘despite’, 
‘nonetheless’, ‘notwithstanding’, ‘even though’, ‘although’ and so on. When 
explanations were provided for why dissonant data were present, further quotations 
were used to support the explanations that were given. (Appendix 4F2) 
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Second, beyond the ideas stimulated by familiarity with the Propositions, the 
researcher also undertook ‘active interpretation’ (Ribbens McCarthy et al. 2003 p. 15) 
by drawing on personal understandings45 of notions of ‘social consensus’ (Denzin & 
Lincoln 1994) applicable to a range of life circumstances relevant to the study 
including those pertaining to familial and academic46 settings in an effort to better 
understand and reconcile contradictory information. This process involved the 
researcher reflecting on possible plausible explanations that made intuitive sense in 
terms of ‘different forms of knowledge’ (Ribbens McCarthy et al. 2003 p. 19), for 
example, knowledge of aspects of: family culture; social conventions; individual 
philosophies; generational gaps; life stages; gender differences and so on, and then 
“testing” these for “fit” against other findings and additional raw data for the purpose 
of uncovering tangible support for the proposed argument. If the argument was 
sustainable, then it was incorporated into the Findings chapter.  If not, other 
explanations were explored using the same process. In a small number of instances it 
was necessary to include dissonant data and to acknowledge it as such without 
explanation, as none was identified.47
  
 In this way the researcher hoped to achieve a 
construction that was ‘more informed and sophisticated than any of the predecessor 
contributions’ (Guba & Lincoln 1994 p. 111).            
Third, management of dissonant data also involved strategies for handling statements 
that appeared to be incongruent, but were not necessarily so. Efforts by the researcher 
to fully comprehend how participants experienced a particular “event” meant attention 
was paid to not only the words spoken but also the ways in which participants 
“delivered” their responses to questions. For example, at times participants’ verbal 
remarks were accompanied by body language, facial expressions, sighs, hesitations, 
                                                 
45 Gleaned from experience as a family member, career academic and doctoral student. 
46 From the perspectives of career academics and doctoral students. 
47 For example, in Chapter 8 the following observation is made: 
             
             … [W]hile one candidate expressed concern that his doctoral student status might have inadvertently 
             impacted negatively on his daughter’s attitude to her studies during her final year at secondary college  
with: 
[My daughter has seen that] I’ve returned to study constantly as a mature age student ... and this might 
have backfired on us a little bit because … [S]he actually didn’t take it as seriously as we would have 
liked … If I want to go back to university later on, I can’. Her attitude was really a bit too casual for our 
liking. 
   
By far the majority reported that they believed it had a positive impact on their children’s: attitudes 
to and interest in learning; current academic endeavours; and, future academic aspirations. … 
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irony, sarcasm, voice tone, voice volume, speech pace and so on which conveyed 
additional information about the interviewees’ intent. References were made to such 
gestures in the reporting of the findings if they helped to make sense of seeming 
dissonant data. To illustrate, reported in Chapter 8 is that one partner asserted, ‘How 
do I see myself in the role of partner of a doctoral candidate? – a touch [sarcastically] 
over burdened’. In the context of the Chapter, it is clear that this example resonates 
with what other partners reported, rather than being at odds with what they said.  
 
Ribbens McCarthy et al. (2003 p. 19) comment on the effects of triangulating data 
sources and dealing with dissonant data, thus, ‘An overwhelming feature of 
conducting this form of analysis is the complexity which is generated’. To deal with 
this a consistent, cogent format was needed to present each of the findings chapters. 
The format used will now be described.     
 
Explicating the format     A format for presenting the findings for each category of 
participant, which draws on key conceptual elements from Auerbach and Silverstein 
(2003) and Burr, Leigh et al. (1979), was devised. It consists of two components: an 
outline which provides an overview of the findings and a theoretical narrative which 
discusses the findings in detail. Both components highlight the importance of 
participants’ ‘voices’ in providing insight into their experiences.  
 
·  The outline    The outline component integrates Auerbach and Silverstein’s three-
order heading format, that is, ‘repeating ideas, themes and theoretical constructs’ 
(2003 pp. 35-6) with Burr, Leigh et al.’s text and diagram format (1979 pp. 78-84). 
From the latter have been drawn three general categories of factors impinging on role 
strain within families and 12 themes that relate to the 12 Propositions identified by 
Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) as integral for understanding the circumstances that 
foreground or mediate role strain. This integration generated the outline format shown 
in Table 4.4.  
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Table 4.4 Format for presenting an outline of the study’s findings for each category of 
                 participant 
 
Theoretical Construct I    Consensus, clarity and diversification in role 
expectations 
Theme 1 Consensus of role expectations 
Proposition 1 
Repeating ideas48
 
 
Theme 2 Clarity of role expectations 
Proposition 2 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 3 Degree of diversification of roles 
Proposition 3 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theoretical Construct II   Activity and rewards 
Theme 4 Prescribed activity 
Proposition 4 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 5 Delegation of prescribed activity 
Proposition 5 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 6 Role accumulation – prescribed activity 
Proposition 6 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 7 Role accumulation – rewards 
Proposition 7 
Repeating ideas  
 
Theme 8 Reward, activity and role strain 
Proposition 8 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theoretical Construct III   Role incompatibility 
Theme 9 Role incompatibility 
Proposition 9 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 10 Role accumulation and incompatibility 
Proposition 10 
Repeating ideas 
 
Theme 11 Rewards and role incompatibility 
Proposition 11 
Repeating ideas  
 
Theme 12 Compartmentalisation and incompatibility 
Proposition 12 
Repeating ideas  
 
 
 
                                                 
48 In the outline of the study’s findings a group of repeating ideas is given a name. Auerbach and 
Silverstein (2003) write of their approach to this task: 
            We always use rather pedestrian language to name our repeating ideas … [W]e peruse the text 
            selections looking for an excerpt from the text that we can use … . Using the participants’ own words   
            is more evocative of their subjective experience. (p. 58) 
and further advise:  
           Your goal is to choose a short quote that captures the essence of each repeating idea in a dramatic and 
            emotionally vivid way ... Sometimes you may find that you need to combine two quotes or give a slight 
            paraphrase. That is fine. If nothing in the text seems to fit, then just give a brief statement of the idea. 
            Remember you are striving for both emotional impact and accuracy. (p. 60) 
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·  The theoretical narrative    In the four Findings chapters, the outline table is 
followed by a ‘theoretical narrative’49
explicates the match between the interviewees’ statements, that is, the raw data, and 
the model. The narratives include descriptions which focus on the 12 Propositions, 
many of which are interrelated.   
 (Auerbach & Silverstein 2003 p. 40), which  
 
· Non-attribution of quotations    As well as presenting the findings in separate 
chapters, to further protect participants’ anonymity, pseudonyms or other means of 
labelling quotations were not used because ascription of a comment in one context 
might enable identification in another by deduction.50
 
 While in some studies being 
able to cross-reference quotations may be important, for this study, which sought to 
gain insight into shared perspectives of generational familial groups, the lack of their 
use does not diminish the integrity of the analysis, nor the reporting of the findings, in 
any way. In passages where it is appropriate for readers to know that separate 
statements have been made by the same participant, this is stated in the text.   
The epistemological stance behind the investigation  
Crotty (1998) writes that the foundations of social research comprise four elements 
that inform each other: epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and 
methods. Beginning with the most specific element and working through each to the 
most general, of the current study it can be said that the selection of (i) in-depth 
interviews, as the method for data collection; (ii) qualitative interviewing, as the 
methodology; and, (iii) SI, as the theoretical perspective, is intellectually consistent 
                                                 
49 Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) explain the link between theoretical constructs, as represented in the 
outline tables, and the theoretical narratives in this way:  
The narrative is the culminating step that provides the bridge between the researchers’ concerns and the 
participants’ subjective experience. It tells the story of the participants’ subjective experience, using their 
own words as much as possible. However, it includes the researchers’ theoretical framework by 
including [reference to] the theoretical constructs and themes … throughout the narrative. Weaving 
together subjective experience and abstract concepts brings together the two different worlds of 
researcher and participant. (p. 40) 
Note the additions to and omissions from the original text by Auerbach and Silverstein have been made 
so that the statement accurately reflects minor adaptations made to the format for constructing the 
theoretical narrative for this study. The details regarding the purpose of a theoretical narrative when 
reporting the findings, however, are consistent with the original.  
50  Golde (1996) presented a similar argument in her dissertation. She noted: 
In order to provide anonymity, I implemented several safeguards before and during the interviews … In 
writing the text I took several additional steps … [including] the students were not given pseudonyms, 
nor were their quotations identified with an interview number in the text. Thus the reader can not [sic] 
connect several quotations from the same person in order to piece together details of his/her experience. 
(p. 55) 
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with a constructivist epistemological stance. To explain, constructivists reject the 
view that there is an objective truth in the context of social research; they maintain 
that different people may construct meaning in different ways despite being exposed 
to similar experiences. As the study is concerned with investigating the ways in which 
(i) individuals interpret their particular social circumstances and (ii) express their 
social reality, a constructivist orientation is the appropriate epistemology and is 
inherent in the method, methodology and theoretical perspective used for this 
investigation (Crotty 1998; Slife & Williams 1995). 
 
Issues of validity  
Miles and Huberman (1994 p. 262), in the introduction to their discussion on the issue 
of validity in qualitative research, write amusingly and powerfully, ‘Qualitative 
analyses can be evocative, illuminating, masterful - and wrong’ [emphasis added] and 
in doing so highlight the responsibility of the researcher for being proactive in 
protecting the veracity of the research undertaken and then in articulating how this 
aspect has been managed. In the case of this investigation, a number of strategies were 
used in an effort to ensure the ‘“trustworthiness” and “authenticity”’ (p. 277) of the 
research. These strategies are now outlined with reference to (i) four domains 
identified by Miles and Huberman (pp. 278-279; also see Lincoln & Guba 1985 Chap. 
11), namely: confirmability, dependability, credibility and transferability, and (ii) the 
tactics that they argue address each concern.   
 
Confirmability 
In relation to the confirmability of the investigation, it is asserted by the researcher 
that readers should have confidence that the conclusions presented in this dissertation 
‘stem from the characteristics of the respondents and the context’ and not from those 
of the inquirer (Lincoln & Guba 1985 p. 218). In support of this claim is that in this 
Chapter: (i) ‘the study’s general methods and procedure have been described 
explicitly and in detail’, (ii) there is a clear description of the sequence in which data 
were collected, processed, condensed, transformed and displayed so that conclusions 
could be drawn; and, (iii) there are appendices attached of annotated extracts that 
demonstrate in a transparent, step-wise way how raw data were “processed” to 
produce the study’s conclusions (Miles & Huberman 1994 p. 278). Further, all of the 
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study’s data have been retained, and with the approval of the University of Ballarat 
and the study’s participants, could be made available for reanalysis by others.  
 
In the presentation of the conclusions, one area was identified as being susceptible to 
the possibility of researcher bias. This is in sections of the Findings chapters where 
references are made to social phenomena such as “family culture” in which 
assumptions were made based on the researcher’s understanding of “social 
consensus”. To address these concerns, and to gauge whether a wider audience would 
find the arguments presented convincing, first, throughout the analysis and 
composition phases an experienced qualitative researcher provided independent 
verification of the appropriateness of the processes followed and the conclusions 
drawn.51
 
 Second, the study’s participants were given an opportunity to review a 
provisional draft of the Findings chapter relevant to their participant category and to 
make comment, before the final version of the study’s report was distributed to a 
wider audience.      
Dependability 
Miles and Huberman (1994 p. 278) maintain that readers should be satisfied that 
‘things have been done with reasonable care’ for a study to be regarded as 
dependable. To this end, in this chapter the researcher has endeavoured to present the 
research questions in clear and unambiguous ways and to demonstrate through (i) the 
discussion of the methodology and methods and (ii) references to Chapter 3, in which 
the theoretical framework was discussed, that ‘the features of the study design are 
congruent with them’. Further, as indicated above the following Findings chapters 
‘show meaningful parallelisms across the data sources’, which, in the case of this 
study was the four categories of participants. 
 
Finally, as indicated above, the researcher is a career academic with a family who is 
currently undertaking doctoral studies. That she began work, in the early 1980s, as an 
academic at an institute of technology, which has since become a university, means 
she has for more than twenty years been immersed in the environment beyond the 
                                                 
51 Having an experienced qualitative researcher involved in these ways also addressed concerns 
regarding ‘reliability’, another validity domain indentified by Miles and Huberman (1994) which is 
also discussed in the main text.   
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family, in which the study is located. This, it is argued, has provided rich background 
experience for understanding the dilemmas and quandaries faced by academics who 
undertake doctoral studies in their middle years at the behest of their employing 
institutions. It also means she came to the study with a genuine and deep interest in (i) 
gaining insight into how other academics experience the intersection between their 
lives as academics, doctoral students and family members and (ii) indeed, how 
various categories of family members experienced having an adult in their family who 
is an academic undertaking doctoral studies.    
 
Credibility 
Miles and Huberman (1994 p. 278) argue that if the findings of a study (i) ‘make 
sense’, (ii) are ‘credible to the people we study and to our readers’, and (iii) present 
‘an authentic portrait of what we are looking at’, then the study has credibility. That 
this investigation meets these criteria is evident in a number of ways. First, it is 
apparent in the way the findings are presented. This component of the study is (a) 
detailed and comprehensively addresses the complexities of the issues that present in 
the situation which is the study’s focus and (b) based on responses to in-depth 
questions which reiterated that the study was concerned with gaining understandings 
of the effects on family life of an adult family member undertaking doctoral studies. 
 
Second, an “outside audience” comprising an experienced qualitative researcher and 
the study’s participants has formally endorsed the findings as plausible. The value of 
this endorsement is appreciated when one remembers that these critics are either (i) 
living the experience of being the person who is balancing the three significant life 
roles being investigated or (ii) is a close family member of that person, and, in the 
case of the academics, through either their work or studies, regularly interact with 
others who are also in the same situation.  
 
Third, ‘triangulation among complementary … data sources produce[d] generally 
converging conclusions’ (Miles & Huberman 1994 p. 279) to the extent that it was 
possible to devote a findings chapter to each category of participant and a further 
chapter to the presentation of an overview of the main findings.   
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Fourth, ‘the presented data [are] well linked to the categories of prior … theory’ 
(Miles & Huberman 1994 p. 278), that is, Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) Model of the 
Antecedents of Role Strain within families, which enabled the exploration of 
participants’ perceptions, based on their personal experiences, of both the benefits and 
disadvantages for the family of a mid or late-career academic undertaking study for a 
doctorate. The close linkages between the presentation of the data and the theory are 
evident in the formatting of the chapters wherein the model’s three Theoretical 
Constructs and 12 Propositions have been used to (i) generate tables which provide 
readers with an overview of the data gathered and (ii) scaffold the creation of the 
theoretical narrative. The strategy of using the Theoretical Constructs and 
Propositions in this way assisted (i) the articulation of the findings in ways that are 
internally coherent and (ii) the systematic cross-referencing of concepts within and 
between chapters to reveal their relationship. 
 
Transferability 
Miles and Huberman (1994 p. 279) contend that researchers need to make clear the 
extent to which ‘the conclusions of a study have any larger import’. As discussed 
previously, the issue of transferability is relevant to this study on two counts: (i) 
sample to population and (ii) analytic transfer (Firestone 1993). With respect to 
“sample to population”, as recommended by Miles and Huberman, the ‘characteristics 
of the original sample of persons, settings, processes (etc.) have been fully described’ 
(p. 279) so as to facilitate comparisons with other samples. Participants were chosen 
using a theoretical sample that included diversity among various common 
configurations that may be defined as a family. To ensure the project was both 
manageable and would capture a range of experiences, only those academics with 
theoretically the most complex or demanding family profile configurations were 
selected for interview. It was anticipated that this sampling strategy would ‘encourage 
broader applicability’ (p. 279). The degree to which the findings are transferable, 
however, will be a matter for individual assessment, which will be assisted by the 
“thick description” (p. 279) of familial relationships which is embedded in the 
theoretical narratives of each Findings chapter. With regard to analytic transfer, the 
findings were confirmatory of the three Theoretical Constructs and 12 Propositions, 
and their interplay, of Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) Model of the Antecedents of Role 
Strain within families.  
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Limitations of the study  
There are several important possible limitations to this investigation that should be 
acknowledged. First, data, however rich and descriptive they may be, are only as 
reliable as (i) the researcher’s effectiveness in obtaining them and (ii) the participants’ 
accuracy of recall and willingness to truthfully communicate, allow. Limitations to 
capturing truth and clarity in any study that relies on in-depth interviews include: 
 
Unconscious researcher bias     
While the researcher was determined to set aside her views on what constitutes 
positive familial relationships and to approach the interviews free of expectations 
about how academics’ families would or should interact in the given circumstances, it 
is possible that, during the interviews, follow-up questions were framed in ways that 
inadvertently and subtly led participants to answer in ways they thought would: (i) 
please the researcher, (ii) contribute to the success of the project, and/or (iii) reflect 
well on themselves52
 
 and others in their families. In addition, the researcher may have 
unintentionally overlooked opportunities to pursue remarks made by participants that 
would have revealed additional important information. 
Another area susceptible to researcher bias is during analysis being over-reliant on 
data provided by those interviewees who are ‘more articulate, more pithy [and/or] 
more dramatic’ (Golde 1996 p. 52; also see Miles & Huberman 1994). While the 
researcher made every effort to balance the analysis across the range of participants’ 
comments and personal styles, again it is, nevertheless, an area of risk in qualitative 
studies.    
 
Participants withholding information      
Participants may have deliberately withheld information about aspects of their 
families’ interactions for a range of reasons including, for example, concerns about 
privacy, family loyalties and the protection of their own and their loved ones’ dignity.  
 
Of particular relevance to this study are the issues of: 
                                                 
52 Riddle (2000 p. 51) makes the point, ‘Social Desirability Bias is … a limitation in any self-disclosing 
data from any respondents’. 
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Particularity of circumstance    
The study was limited to participants selected from academics employed by 
universities in Australia and not elsewhere. Further, not all Australian universities 
were represented in the study. The study is also limited in terms of the political 
context in which it is situated it being a period of significant transition for the 
Australian higher education system that has involved the “elevation” of institutions 
which previously focussed on teaching to the status of universities which traditionally 
undertook both teaching and research and a consequential re-evaluation of appropriate 
staff credentials. 
 
Participant self-selection bias    
The study’s sample was limited in the first instance to academics studying for a 
doctorate who volunteered to participate, and in the second, to those members of their 
families who agreed to also participate. This suggests the possibility of a participant 
selection bias towards those who perceived themselves to be (i) managing well and/or 
(ii) experiencing some challenges owing to the doctoral enrolment, but not so many 
that they felt overwhelmed.53
 
 One can imagine that an academic experiencing extreme 
crisis would probably not have the time or inclination to be involved or to have their 
families involved. Indeed, academics in this position may be concerned that 
involvement would compound existing family tensions. In addition, some family 
members of academics who volunteered may have declined the invitation to also be 
involved because they resented the extent to which the academics’ doctoral studies 
activities already intruded into their lives.  
Point of view as a research construct    
During the investigation’s conceptualisation, a conscious decision was made not to 
orient the study to explicitly explore differences in experiences based on gender. In 
consequence, this aspect was not pursued in the way the research was constructed; 
however, the researcher was receptive to participants raising it as an issue. As it 
transpired, this did not occur and thus it did not emerge as a major concern for 
                                                 
53 Gruver and Labadie (1975) make a similar comment in relation to their study which was quantitative:  
              The finding that 70 percent of the population returning questionnaires viewed their marriages as 
                relatively happy might be anticipated in a study where respondents voluntarily return their  
                questionnaires. An unhappy marriage often represents failure to the partners, and the admission that one 
                has failed seems even more glaring on paper.  (p. 456)  
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participants in response to general questions which provided opportunities for 
interviewees to raise any matters that they believed were most salient to them.54
 
 
Nevertheless, in light of literature on gender differences and anecdotal information, it 
would seem that this could be a point of view to be pursued in the construct of future 
investigations.   
The following four chapters are each devoted to presenting the research’s findings 
according to category of participant: Chapter 5 presents the findings regarding the 
parents/-in-law; Chapter 6, the children; Chapter 7, the partners; and, Chapter 8, the 
candidates.    
 
 
                                                 
54 This is evident in the reports of the findings chapters where gender references have been left intact. 
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Chapter 5   Findings: The parents’ and parents-in-law’s perspectives  
 
Introduction 
This is the first of four chapters that present the findings of this study. The role strain 
model developed by Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) and the transparent and systematic 
approach to qualitative data analysis devised by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) 
described in Chapters 3 and 4 respectively, were, with minor adaptations, used to gain 
understandings of the data. The discussion will now turn to focus on the perceptions 
and experiences, described by them, of nine of the candidates’ parents and parents-in-
law, who were aged in their 70s, 80s and 90s when interviewed. The format used to 
present the findings has been explained in detail in Chapter 4; it consists of a 
summary table followed by a theoretical narrative.  
  
Outline of parents’ and parents-in-law’s perspectives 
Table 5.1 Outline of findings for participant category of parents and parents-in-law 
Theoretical Construct I    Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations  
Theme 1 Consensus of role expectations        
 
Proposition 1:  The more individuals perceive consensus in the 
expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
1. We’ve got that understanding - if they want anything, all they 
have to do is ask and if we can, we will.  
2. I have a sort of understanding with all of my children that ‘if I 
need you - I’ll yell’. 
 
 
Theme 2 Clarity of role expectations     
 
Proposition 2:  The greater the perceived clarity of role 
expectations, the less the role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
3. You keep in contact, but they’ve got their own lives to live. 
4. It gives him heart to know his mum and dad are right behind 
him. 
 
 
Theme 3 Degree of diversification of roles        
 
Proposition 3:  The greater the diversification of a person’s roles, 
the less consensus the person will perceive in the expectations 
about those roles. 
 
Repeating ideas  
5. We can just, well, do our own thing really.   
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Theoretical Construct II   Activity and rewards 
Theme 4 Prescribed activity       
  
Proposition 4:  The more activity that individuals believe is 
prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and this is a 
curvilinear relationship. 
 
Repeating ideas  
6. I have no commitment 
7. I iron all the shirts and things. That’s all I do … not much. 
 
 
Theme 5 Delegation of prescribed activity        
 
Proposition 5:  The more individuals delegate prescribed 
activities, the fewer prescribed activities they have. 
 
Repeating ideas  
8. You still have to paddle your own canoe up to a certain stage 
and you can’t expect others to help you if you can do it yourself. 
9. Surely you could fix it or get somebody outside the family to 
fix it. 
10. Whether you expect your adult children to assist you 
depends on if you’ve got sons or daughters. 
11. He comes here because I’m not mobile. I haven’t got a car. I 
don’t drive. 
 
 
Theme 6 Role accumulation – prescribed activity       
 
Proposition 6:  The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
number of prescribed activities. 
 
Repeating ideas  
11. I help in anyway she ask … I walk there –  no problems. 
12. I don’t see myself having any role in supporting her studies; 
I’m too far away. 
13.  We are always very interested in what they’re doing. You 
can’t just let them rip. 
 
 
Theme 7 Role accumulation – rewards        
 
Proposition 7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
reward one perceives from role enactment. 
  
Repeating ideas  
14. Her doing a PhD has created opportunities for me to be more 
involved with my daughter and her family than I might 
otherwise be, and I like it. 
 
 
Theme 8 Reward, activity and role strain        
 
Proposition 8: The greater the reward individuals perceive from 
their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship 
between the amount of activity and role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
15.  I’m very proud; I think that the fact that she wants to better 
her education still, is quite remarkable. 
16. If you study well and you’ve got a nice family, you’ve 
accomplished something. My son combined the lot. 
17. After finish, she give me the book. I kissed her book. I said, 
‘So happy’. 
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18. There is no way known we’d miss the graduation. We said, 
‘Oh, we’d crawl to get there!’ 
 
Theoretical Construct III   Role incompatibility 
Theme 9 Role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 9:  The more individuals think their roles are 
incompatible, the greater their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
19. We’ve got three sons. No favourites. Everybody has their 
place and gets a turn. 
20. His sisters are quite pleased about him doing it. 
21. Sometimes my son says, ‘I want to be higher like my sister 
because she goes to university. And sometimes it’s hard. 
24. I’d say my grandsons consider it absolutely normal that their 
mother is studying for a PhD.  
25. No, no, my grandchildren don’t miss out at all. 
26. It makes it a bit hard on [my daughter-in-law] at times 
because he is studying. 
27. It all works out well, well as far as I know, it does. 
28. It is the norm for the family to be dedicated to study. 
29.  My son-in-law accepts all the things that my daughter is 
doing and helps in whatever ways he can. 
30. They’re on the same tram really, singing the same tune. 
31. My son thinks, ‘Hey, I’ve got a wife who likes to study. 
That pleases me!’ 
32. If she wasn’t studying she might race him off to learn line-
dancing or something. 
33. Because they were both doing a PhD they helped each other. 
34. I admire and appreciate others in the family who take on 
additional responsibilities to support him/her. 
35. She’s away at the moment because she’s trying to get her 
thesis done.  
 
 
Theme 10 Role accumulation and incompatibility        
 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set. 
 
Repeating ideas 
36. I left school at 14. I never got to these dizzy heights. 
37. My husband was a tradesman; I haven’t worked since I was 
married – just family, family choice.  
38. I don’t really know about the PhD. You write a book, don’t 
you? The only doctors we know are of the medical profession. 
39. If older people with families want to study for a doctorate -
long as their brain is active enough and they can handle it, well 
why not?   
40. He’s always loved school and done well, so I’m not 
surprised he’s studying for a doctorate. 
41. When he was doing primary school he couldn’t even spell 
cat. 
42. She won’t be any different in any way once she’s got it.  
43. I think that she does too much and wonder when it will all 
stop.   
44. I have no doubts whatsoever that she will pass. 
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Theme 11 Rewards and role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 11:  The greater the rewards from role enactment, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
45. She tells me a lot of things about her studies but I can’t 
explain to you what she says. 
46. I used to go crook at him and say, ‘You’re not going to get 
anywhere if you don’t study!’ 
 
 
Theme 12 Compartmentalisation and incompatibility       
 
Proposition 12: The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
47. I don’t talk to friends about my daughter-in-law doing a PhD 
because if they haven’t got the same thing, they are inclined to 
downgrade and that sort of thing, so I just keep quiet. 
 
 
 
* The total number of parents/parents-in-law interviewed (N) = 9. 
 
Theoretical narrative 
 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations 
In their explanation of Proposition 1 of their model of the antecedents of role strain, 
Burr, Leigh et al. (1979, pp. 79-80) assert that if individuals perceive that their 
expectations about the way they ought to perform a given family member role, for 
example, as an aged parent or parent-in-law,1 are incompatible with the expectations 
of others in counter roles such as adult offspring, daughter/son-in-law, and grandchild, 
this perception will result in the individuals feeling a degree of role strain.2
 
 
Conversely, when a person perceives family consensus about expectations, there will 
be proportionately less felt difficulty in fulfilling the role obligations. These ideas are 
expressed in Proposition 1 which is ‘The more individuals perceive consensus in the 
expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role strain’. Comments made by 
the parents who participated in this study supported this Proposition. 
                                                 
1 For the sake of brevity candidates’ parents and parents-in-law will, in the main, hereafter be referred 
to simply as ‘parents’. 
2 Burr, Leigh et al. (1979, p. 59) suggest five descriptors can be useful in describing the degree of role 
strain, defined by Goode (1960)  as the ‘felt difficulty in fulfilling role obligations’, a person may 
experience; these are none, low, moderate, high and very high.  
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Many of the parents interviewed reported explicitly that between generations there 
was the understanding that should anyone need support or assistance the person 
needing help could rely on other family members to be responsive to requests. In 
presenting this as a two-way exchange, the parents indicated that in their role of senior 
family member they were, or could potentially be, either the provider or the recipient 
of intra-family support.  Further, their comments indicated that they perceived 
consensus among others in the family that these were appropriate statuses for them to 
assume, and that they themselves were either content or very satisfied with this being 
the situation.    
 
As will be discussed more fully when Proposition 2 is considered, the ways in which 
parents enacted the role of aged family member who provided support to the 
candidates and their families during the time of candidacy varied considerably. 
Notwithstanding this, several comments made during the interviews indicated that the 
parents shared a belief that their role was to be available to provide support, or at least 
express a willingness to provide support, should the candidates request assistance. 
When speaking about their general preparedness to respond to requests, the parents 
conveyed an enthusiasm for having an active role to play, noting for example: 
  
[H]e was only a phone call away if he needed us. 
 
  
[W]e’re a very family oriented lot here ... We’ve got that understanding – if  … they want 
anything, all they have to do is ask. 
 
I said, … ‘If you want help, you tell your family. I help you.’ 
 
Conversely, they indicated that they would make requests of their adult offspring and 
partners should they feel unable to manage without support. This was evident in 
comments such as: 
              
I have a sort of understanding with all of my children that … ‘if I need you - I’ll yell ...’   
 
If I ring [my daughter], - she’s on the door[step] - outside the door already [even if she had her 
PhD to do] – yep, yep.   
 
Implicit in these comments was the notion that their families agreed that the aged 
parents had a responsibility to inform their adult offspring of their needs so that the 
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candidates, or someone in their stead,3
 
 could in turn enact the role of responsible 
family member with the sub-identity of adult offspring who attends to their aged 
parents’ wellbeing.  
Thus with respect to Proposition 1, it is clear that the aged parents who participated in 
this study perceived that there was a consensus of expectations among family 
members, and in some instances particularly between the parent and the doctoral 
candidate, about the parents’ overarching role responsibilities. Further, there was no 
evidence that role strain arose from concerns the parents had about there being a 
mismatch of expectations as a consequence of the candidates pursuing doctoral 
studies. 
 
Linked to this notion of consensus of expectations is that of clarity of role 
expectations, which pertains to the second Proposition in Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) 
model. Proposition 2 is ‘The greater the perceived clarity of role expectations, the less 
the role strain’. The term ‘clarity of role expectations’ here denotes whether the 
expectations are either vague or readily identifiable. Burr, Leigh et al. argue that in 
situations where individuals are not sure of what they should or should not do, the 
expectations have low clarity. In contrast, when the expectations are obvious and 
unambiguous, there is high clarity of role expectations. The relationship between 
these notions and role strain is that the greater the perceived clarity of role 
expectations, the less the role strain. The parents who participated in this study made 
comments pertinent to this Proposition also. 
 
While it is evident in the discussion of Proposition 1 that the parents perceived 
consensus regarding their being available and willing to respond to requests for 
support from candidates and their families, what did not emerge was that within the 
role of respondent, parents held strong views regarding there being clear boundaries 
regarding the nature and extent of support that it was appropriate or possible for them 
to provide. Such caveats only became discernable when the interviews explored issues 
in greater depth.  
 
                                                 
3 For example, a candidate’s partner or siblings. 
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It became apparent that the parents participating in this study perceived clarity of role 
expectations for themselves associated with two broad phenomena. These were the 
notion of adult offspring autonomy, for example:  
 
I leave them to live their lives. 
 
He’s got his own wife and  … kiddies to look after … I’m right out of it. 
 
They have their own life and do their own things.  
 
I didn’t feel that I might have seen more of him if he hadn’t been studying - well no … [O]nce 
kids leave home …, they’ve got their life to live. 
 
and the importance of parents validating their offsprings’ life endeavours, and in the 
context of this investigation, academic pursuits, for example: 
 
It gives him heart to know his Mum and Dad are right behind him ... You’ve got to have 
family support. 
 
[I]f your family try to help you if you do something, then you have more confidence to do 
these things. 
 
At a more specific level, the parents also indicated that they perceived clarity of role 
expectations for themselves regarding the appropriateness or otherwise of their 
involvement in domestic activities on behalf of candidates, for example:  
 
I provide support in running the home, oh yes, absolutely. 
 
I look [after] the children. 
 
I didn’t see myself having any role at all in supporting my daughter-in-law in her studies. 
 
[T]hey’ve always got their books and they’ve – for what we would term mess [chuckling] … 
you see all the papers; you don’t touch them because he knows exactly what was there and 
where it was and what he was doing with it. We didn’t have a clue, so we just keep going 
[chuckling] ... [I didn’t see myself as ever having any sort of support role for my son while he 
was studying] - No, I don’t think so. 
 
and the appropriateness or otherwise of parents discussing the candidates’ research 
topic with the candidate, for example: 
 
I always take [an interest] in what [my son] does at anytime …I’m always interested to know 
what he’s doing … We’ve all been always interested in what he does … I have a lot of respect 
for anybody that’s keen to do the job, in anything they do, and if [they] aim to be a bit better at 
what [they] do - well - you’ve got to go along with it. 
 
[S]he doesn’t want our time together to be taken up by talk of university and schooling and all 
things like that. We prefer to talk about everyday family things and things like that … [S]he 
doesn’t bore us with the details … [W]e find we’ve got plenty of other things to talk about. 
 
He talks more to his wife. She’s more of an academic anyway ... I don’t see myself as having 
any sort of supporting role for [my son] in doing his studies.  
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In some instances it is clear the parents as a group held similar views regarding the 
nature of parents’ role expectations and in other instances their views differed. 
Regardless, on the point of clarity of expectations, what was evident was that each 
parent was able to forcefully articulate what she or he saw as behaviours each 
personally should or should not engage in. Concomitant with this, there was no 
evidence that the parent participants experienced role strain arising from uncertainties 
about their role expectations in relation to the candidates’ doctoral student status.  
 
The third and final Proposition relevant to Theoretical Construct I, is concerned with 
the degree of diversification of roles of an individual. The extent to which a person, 
for example, a candidate’s parent, experiences role diversification will be influenced 
by the number of different ongoing relationships the parent has with others who hold 
expectations of what she or he, will and will not do. These “others” Snoek (1966 p. 
364, following Rommetveit 1954) denotes as “role senders”, because they 
communicate and enforce role expectations in their behaviour towards the parent.  
 
Snoek (1966) explains that role senders who occupy the same role relationship are 
said to be in the same role class4 and that the attribute of diversity of roles is a 
function of the number of different types of classes of role senders with whom an 
individual must maintain relationships, and not of the number of people with whom 
she or he must interact.5
 
 Hence, those who interact with a wide variety of classes of 
role senders will experience greater diversity in their roles, while conversely those 
with less variety in the class of role senders with whom they interact, will experience 
less diversity in their roles. These ideas converge in Proposition 3 which is ‘The 
greater the diversification of a person’s roles, the less consensus the person will 
perceive in the expectations about those roles’.  
When introducing this Proposition, Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) suggest that while the 
degree of diversification of roles is an important factor in determining the degree of 
role strain, its influence is not direct. Rather, the degree of diversification affects 
                                                 
4 For example, all sons occupy the same role class in relation to a parent, while all granddaughters 
occupy another role class.  
5 To illustrate, using a simplified example: as a family member, a parent may interact with six people 
but only three role classes if she or he has a son, a daughter-in-law and four grand-sons whom she or he 
sees regularly. 
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consensus of expectations which, as has been discussed, (see Proposition 1, above), 
directly influences role strain.  Burr, Leigh et al. advocate three descriptors for the 
phenomenon of the degree of diversification of roles: low, medium and high. 
 
Within the context of this study it is relevant to note that in general, it can be expected 
that if a person has a wide variety of role relationship settings, for example, through 
work, community and social activities and family ties, her or his role set6
 
 will be quite 
diverse. This is because different classes of role relationships will be present in each 
setting. For the parents in this study, the opportunities to develop and/or maintain a 
variety of significant role relationship were quite limited. All those who had worked 
in paid employment had retired long ago and hence were no longer in work-related 
role relationships. While some had previously participated in community groups, such 
as the University of the Third Age, Neighbourhood Watch, the Lions Club, Probus 
and the Do Care program, they no longer did so; this was because with age had come 
reduced mobility and interest in actively contributing to the concerns of the wider 
community.  
As for their levels of social interactions, these differed considerably. Some interacted 
only with neighbours and caregivers, some maintained long-standing friendships and 
some belonged to formal social groups. Those who participated at this third level led 
quite active social lives that included: attending organised dances, music appreciation 
events and exercise classes; participating in travel groups; and so on.  
 
Thus, the parents’ role senders were drawn from just two sources: social interactions 
and family ties. In consequence, the variety of classes of role senders to which they 
were exposed was limited. Given that Snoek (1966 p. 364) maintains, ‘it should be 
possible to arrive at a measure of role-set diversity by counting the number of 
different classes of role senders with whom relationships must be maintained’, it is 
clear the parents experienced only a low level of diversity. One parent captured the 
relaxed mood shared by the others regarding their own role commitments with the 
comment: 
 
                                                 
6  That is the total number of different role classes with whom a person interacts as a consequence of 
her or his particular social position.  
 134 
We can just, well, do our own thing really.   
 
Linking these findings with those relevant to Proposition 1, as the parents experienced 
only low diversity in interests and loyalties represented in their role sets, it would be 
expected that they would perceive consensus of role expectations and experience no 
or only low levels role strain. This was borne out by the findings relevant to both 
Propositions 1 and 3.  
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards   Under the aegis of Theoretical 
Construct II, Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) Propositions 4 to 8 are discussed. They 
address the common theme of “activity and rewards”. The notion that the number of 
role obligations one has influences the amount of role strain one experiences was 
proposed by Goode (1960) in the initial formulation of his theory of role strain. Sieber 
(1974) argued, however, that the relationship is not simple. In an effort to capture the 
complexities of the interplay between demands and strain, Burr (1973 p. 132) 
suggested, ‘the critical variable here is probably the total amount of activity that is 
normatively prescribed’, and that it can be thought of as a continuous variable ranging 
from no activity being prescribed to a high amount of prescribed activity.7
 
 As to how 
prescribed activity affects the amount of role strain experienced, Burr (1973 p.132) 
suggested, ‘It is likely that increases in this independent variable up to a moderately 
high point have little or no influences on role strain and that the influence increases 
markedly after a certain marginal point is reached’. 
The first of this cluster of Propositions in the model of the antecedents of role strain is 
Proposition 4; it is ‘The more activity that individuals believe is prescribed for them, 
the greater their role strain and this is a curvilinear relationship’. 
 
The parents in this study showed no indication that they felt burdened by an 
overwhelming number of prescribed activities in relation to the candidates’ studies in 
                                                 
7 As none of the related literature, that is, Burr (1973), Goode (1960), Sieber (1974) nor Burr, Leigh et 
al. (1979) provide a succinct definition of the terms “prescribed activity” or “normatively prescribed 
activity”, in keeping with the spirit of Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) general descriptions of Propositions 
that use the terms and anthropological and constructivist principles (Crotty 1998), for the purposes of 
this qualitative investigation, the term “prescribed activities” is used to refer to those activities that 
individuals believe they are obliged to undertake if they have a particular role. A role’s prescribed 
activities are based on  individuals’ beliefs and values and their interpretations of others’ shared beliefs 
and values. A role’s “normatively prescribed activities”, therefore, are activities that, from the 
perspective of the individual, are normally undertaken by those who have that particular role. They are 
not categorical.     
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particular, nor in life in general. Some explained their lack of feeling responsible to 
perform tasks within the context of the doctoral study being undertaken, for example:  
 
I’m just not in it and I have no commitment … [I]t doesn’t affect me because I’m quite old, 
because the family in question are all grown up – self-sufficient. I’m never required to look 
after the children while she goes off and does some extra study. 
  
They don’t ask us for anything - no, no - not really - very independent, no. 
 
Of particular interest were those parents who provided significant instrumental 
support in the running of the candidate’s family home as a direct consequence of the 
candidate’s student status, for example, by transporting and minding children; 
preparing meals; doing the family’s washing and ironing; and, attending to pets, and 
yet made comments such as: 
 
Oh, I don’t have to do anything. I iron all the shirts and things. That’s all I do … not much. 
 
Oh, no, my daughter doing her PhD not affect for anything ... Just look the children ... No 
nothing. Just look the children. She go to school. The children are young one – bring here to 
me ...  No have effect, no. 
 
An explanation for this tendency by some parents to understate or diminish the 
importance of their contribution to domestic imperatives is provided by Proposition 8. 
The forthcoming discussion of Proposition 8 will therefore return to this seemingly 
contradictory phenomenon.      
 
Propositions 5 and 6 highlight two factors that influence the amount of activity that is 
prescribed for an individual. One of these factors is the extent to which one delegates 
her or his prescribed activities to others. If one does this, clearly one’s total activity is 
reduced and it would be expected that this would be accompanied by a reduction in 
role strain. Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) write that this can be viewed as a continuous 
variable ranging from no activity delegated to a high number of activities delegated. 
Proposition 5 is ‘The more individuals delegate prescribed activities, the fewer 
prescribed activities they have’. 
 
As discussed above (see Propositions 3 and 4), the parents who participated in this 
study experienced little diversification in their roles owing to the variety of their 
interactions with others being quite limited overall. Further, in the context of the 
candidates’ studies, they reported that they had either no responsibilities or 
responsibilities that they found very manageable and not at all intrusive on time that 
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they would rather spend doing something else. As a consequence, for the parents as a 
group there was little scope for significant overt delegation of prescribed activities. 
Notwithstanding this, some important findings emerged regarding this Proposition 
when notions of dependence and independence are considered, if dependence is 
aligned with the idea of implied delegation. While among the parents there was one 
who reported relying on offspring for assistance with activities usually associated with 
independent living: 
  
… I expect [my daughter] to help me … I go doctors or another things, always help me, 
always  ... [Now I’m older, I want her to help me with my grocery shopping] if, sometimes, I 
can’t do it, yes. She help me ... [E]verybody [i.e. my adult children and their partners] help me 
with the house because the family close, very close.   
 
the remaining parents who made comments related to their degree of dependence or 
independence, however, forcefully asserted, sometimes giving reasons, that they did 
not delegate, to their adult offspring, responsibility for such assistance, for example: 
 
Oh, I don’t expect the kids to do anything. I do all the housework here and do my own 
washing and [hestitating] the only thing I don’t do is ironing because I don’t like ironing, and I 
won’t do that ... I maintain the house, yes.  
  
I’ve arranged my life so that I’m completely self sufficient up ’til now [chuckling] and even 
beyond … I’ve organising things so that I will have an independent life because I like to be 
independent [chuckling] ... I’m okay and I have learnt to be independent, self-supporting - 
complete in myself. 
 
I don’t depend on the children to take me shopping - oh, heavens no [chuckling] - no way; to 
get me to appointments – no; to maintain the house – no; to prepare food for me - no, no, no, 
no ... as far as depending on them, no way.  They haven’t got time for a start. I believe parents 
shouldn’t depend on their children. 
 
We do our own thing as best we can … you still have to paddle your own canoe up to a certain 
stage and you can’t expect others to help you if you can do it yourself ... And we can manage 
ourselves. I feel sorry for people who are going to put it on the family and say, ‘You’ve got to 
do this for us because we did it for you’. It’s just your part of life. Yep, that’s what you have 
done for them. 
 
Such comments suggest that indeed for most of the parents in this study, the situation 
of dependence, or acknowledging dependence on the candidate, would be a source of 
role strain.  Some parents were hesitant to put additional demands, related to their 
own day-to-day activities, on their adult offspring who were studying because the 
parents perceived the candidates to already be extremely busy; some resisted the 
notion of delegating prescribed activities regarding daily living if they perceived 
themselves as capable of managing these themselves because they valued their 
independence. The extent to which most parents were protective of their independent 
status was revealed when they spoke of their contingency plans for organising 
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assistance, should the need arise; typically these involved seeking help from paid 
service providers outside the family, for example:    
 
I do look at other women of my age [85] and see them getting their sons and daughters to run 
around and do things for her and picking up the ’phone all the time, ‘This has gone wrong. 
Oh, my tap doesn’t work; will you come and see what’s wrong with it? Oh, the light bulb’s 
gone!’ and I think, ‘Oh God, surely she could fix that or get somebody to fix it’, and I feel a 
certain [hesitating] ah, what’s the word? I look down on people who can’t do things for 
themselves and get things done.  
 
If the time came when I needed support in [shopping, getting to medical appointments, 
maintaining the house, preparing food; convalescing] then I would get that from agencies – 
mmm, mmm. I don’t feel the children “owe” me anything - no not at all, not at all.  
 
[T]here is help about. You should not [expect your children to be at your beck and call]. A lot 
of time your family can’t come to you. And no matter how much you have done for them, 
that’s your part of life for them ... I can’t expect [my children] … to come down and look after 
us, or … to come up ... but we’re at the stage we think from day to day now.  
 
I don’t cut the lawn any more because I can’t do that. [My son] doesn’t do that. [T]hree of us 
[unit owners] put in together to pay a chap that does it ... [My son] doesn’t take me shopping; 
all I’ve got to do with my shopping is go … just up the road and then I get what I want and I 
have them delivered.  
 
Brief comments by two of the parents indicated that gender can be a factor in 
determining parents’ propensity to delegate specific tasks: 
 
[W]hether you feel that your children actually owe you something as you get older because 
you looked after them when they were young all depends on if you’ve got sons or daughters in 
your family. It can change your outlook a bit ... . You can’t expect your kids to come and look 
after you. Well, may be, it might be, if you can bluff your daughter. Do you get that message?  
 
Oh, the house – my husband has disability now – hands no good, but I got son. My son come 
[long pause] and my daughter come and my daughter-in-law and my son-in-law.  
 
Despite parents on the whole maintaining that they resisted delegating prescribed 
tasks to their adult offspring, a recurring theme during the interviews was that the 
onus was on the candidates to ensure that, either regular or periodic, face-to-face 
interactions occurred: 
 
[W]e do quite often catch up and have a coffee or something together … [S]he comes here and 
we catch up and umm - other than that, no. I don’t have to do anything.  She called in on 
Monday morning on her way home … . 
 
He comes down here because I’m not mobile see. I haven’t got a car. I don’t drive …  
He comes to see me every week, every Thursday night. He’s taken me out a few times – along 
with the family. And I’ve gone up to his home ... He might say, ‘What about coming over for 
tea?’ He’ll say, ‘I’ll come and pick you up’. It’s not all that far away. I suppose it would be a 
good half hour drive ... I get around on public transport, but as I say that’s shocking, that 
knocks you a lot ...  I don’t see all that much of him; I only see him - oh, one night a week.  
 
We always have a joke here in the family. We are slotted in for a certain time and that’s our 
time and then move on to the next one. … His study didn’t mean that … they couldn’t do 
things with us that we would have liked them to - no, no. No, they’d always … come. They 
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mightn’t stay a long time, but no, they’d always come. They’d always, you know, ‘turn up’ – 
put it that way, for want of a better word, yes.  
 
They usually made the effort to come … . As you get older … we don’t like driving … now.  
  
As indicated above, Proposition 6 complements Proposition 5 in highlighting the 
factors that influence the amount of activity that is prescribed for an individual. While 
Proposition 5 focuses on the notion of delegation of prescribed activities, 6 is 
concerned with the notion of role and activity accumulation; Proposition 6 is ‘The 
greater the role accumulation, the greater the number of prescribed activities’. Of role 
accumulation, Burr, Leigh et al. (1979 p. 81) write, ‘… it can be defined simply as the 
total number of roles in a person’s role set.  As with Proposition 5, Burr, Leigh et al. 
(1979) have drawn on the work of Goode (1960) and Sieber (1974) to arrive at this 
Proposition. Sieber (1974) points out that there are two possible scenarios for role 
accumulation. For example, one may experience role accumulation associated with an 
existing status8. Alternatively, one may experience role accumulation associated with 
acquiring a new status9. Sieber (1974), in his paper Toward a Theory of Role 
Accumulation, advises that a full-scale theory of the consequences of role 
accumulation would need to distinguish between these two forms. In their brief 
explanation of Proposition 6, it is apparent that Burr, Leigh et al. (1979 p. 81) focus 
on role accumulation within an existing status noting that geographical location will 
be a strong determiner of whether the total number of one’s prescribed activities to 
fulfil expectations of one’s roles will be relatively high or low. Within this context 
they suggest that what is critical with respect to this Proposition is that ‘… [the] 
number of roles activated [in a person’s role set] is one determinate of level of 
prescribed activity’ and assert that the total number of roles in a person’s role set can 
vary from ‘a logical possibility of zero to a fairly large number’ (Burr, Leigh et al. 
1979 p. 81).10
 
 
As is evident in the proceeding discussions, for some parents in this study, the 
circumstance of their adult offspring acquiring student status did activate additional 
                                                 
8 That is, one may acquire additional activities associated with one’s role as a parent in response to a 
range of factors. 
9 An example of this type of role accumulation would be if an individual returned to study during her / 
his mid-life, thus adding the role status of student to her / his existing list of role statuses. 
10 While for this investigation this focus is appropriate for a discussion of the parents’ experiences, 
clearly the second scenario described by Sieber (1974) will be applicable to gaining understandings of 
the candidates’ experiences of role accumulation.       
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role responsibilities, for others this was not the case. Several parents provided 
explanations for their particular situation. To reiterate, some of the parents in this 
investigation provided generous assistance with domestic tasks, which were similar to 
those described by Suitor (1987b), who reported that some undergraduate return-to-
study female students’ mothers provided instrumental support in the form of, for 
example, baby sitting, shopping, meal preparation and transportation, to help the 
candidate manage the demands of family life with those of doctoral student status (for 
details see discussions of Propositions 2 and 4, above). Parents who provided such 
support, as is consistent with Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) example, invariably 
commented on the ease of doing so because they lived nearby:  
 
[W]henever I’m needed I’m always there to help ... I go over … to the house each week -
[sometimes more often]. My other daughter lives here; [she and I share this property]. We are 
always there.  
 
I help in anyway she ask... She go to school and she need to help with some things ... [We 
live] very close. [Living close has been] much important because the children years back  [her 
first child] two and a half months …she brings to me … And after [her second child was born] 
sometimes I go there. I go there. I walk there – no problems … . And after she bring the whole 
family here, you know, always close together always.  
 
Conversely, other parents referred to distance when explaining their lack of 
involvement in domestic activities in the candidates’ households and hence their 
relatively low levels of active role accumulation as a consequences of the candidates’ 
studies: 
 
[W]ith them being in Melbourne and us up here we don’t really see that much of them … I 
don’t know what their life is down in Melbourne.  
 
I don’t see myself having any role at all in supporting [my daughter-in-law] in her studies ... 
because I’m too far away. Too far removed to do that ...  it makes a difference with the price 
of petrol and all that.  
 
While proximity was the factor most frequently referred to by the parents when they 
explained their either undertaking domestic chores or not on behalf of the candidates, 
other factors were also mentioned when explaining their lack of involvement; these 
included references to: (i) the candidates’ organisational skills (‘[I’m n]ot really 
[involved in providing much domestic assistance] because they’re all so well 
organised over there.’; ‘No, it seems to all have been well organised and gone so 
smoothly that there is nothing to worry about.’); (ii) cultural mores (‘We wouldn’t 
[become involved with providing domestic support on a regular basis]. That’s not our 
Aussie way, I mean – yes, we’d help ...’); (iii) partners’ propensity for role 
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accumulation (‘… as I say, [my son-in-law] does most of it’; ‘My son-in-law, because 
she’s married him, … is doing all of these things.’); and, (iv) lack of insight into how, 
as aged parents, they might assist (‘I wouldn’t have a clue [about how we might help]. 
I wouldn’t have a clue.’).     
 
Neither those parents who accumulated domestic tasks as a consequence of their adult 
offsprings’ studies, nor those who did not, indicated that they experienced role strain 
because of feeling either overburdened by their contribution or frustrated because of 
being unable to assist the candidate in this way. Hence parents in this study at the time 
of interview presented as being very contented with the number of roles they had 
accumulated and the amount of associated prescribed activity they undertook. 
 
Comments made by the parents regarding their inclination to discuss the candidates’ 
studies with the candidates suggest that such conversations did not represent role 
accumulation; instead, candidacy simply influenced the content of the conversations, 
for example:  
 
I [ask him how his PhD is going]. I ask him how everything’s going … [I’d ask him about it] 
because I’d be interested … to find out what he’s doing and how he’s going …  I’d be 
interested enough to do that ... [It’s a matter of me being interested in all sorts of things that 
are going on in his life and this is one of them]. I ask a lot about the kids to see how they’re 
going ... . [It’s part of what families do to be supportive of each other] … [T]here would be 
something wrong if you didn’t take an interest in them … I always have asked him how things 
are going ... No, [my son doing a PhD] hasn’t affected us any, no. It hasn’t really because I’ve 
always been interested in knowing what he’s doing and how he’s going and everything with it.  
   
[W]e are always very interested in what they’re doing. You can’t just let them … rip. No, we 
just like to know what they are up to … [No matter what he was doing, I’d be asking him how 
it was going because I’m interested]. 
  
I always take [an interest] in what [he] does at anytime … [I was] always interested to know 
what he was doing … We’ve all been always interested in what he does.  
 
Sometimes [I talk to her about her studies] ... She’s interesting for to do this things. And I’m 
happy too [smiling broadly] ... [It’s interesting for me] because she’s my daughter. I have to 
be interested for her, yeah ... [Sometimes she would just tell me about it and] sometime asking 
because so many years. Six years it take to do this … .  
 
Of interest is that several of the parents were enthusiastic participants in discussions 
with the candidates about the candidates’ doctoral studies even though the parents 
were not au fait with study at this level. This observation is pertinent to Theoretical 
Construct III, ‘Role incompatibility’: Proposition 11; its relevance to that Proposition 
will be explained below. For now the discussion will continue with a focus on 
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Propositions 7 and 8. Proposition 7 is ‘The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the reward one perceives from role enactment’, and its allied Proposition 8 is ‘The 
greater the reward individuals perceive from their role enactments, the weaker the 
positive relationship between the amount of activity and role strain’. Burr, Leigh et al. 
(1979 pp. 81-82) cite Sieber’s (1974 p. 569) list of possible rewards, or positive 
outcomes, of role accumulation as: role privileges; overall status security; resources 
for status enhancement and role performance; and, enrichment of the personality and 
ego gratification. They describe reward as ‘a continuous variable varying between the 
extremes of no reward and a very high amount of reward from enactment’ (1979, p. 
82). The parents who participated in this study described being rewarded in various 
ways that Seiber (1974) articulated, through both activation of additional roles within 
a role set11 and role enactment12
 
 associated with their adult offsprings’ candidature. 
Earlier, the discussion of Proposition 4 noted that during their interviews parents who 
assisted regularly with domestic tasks diminished the importance or understated the 
extent of their contribution (see also discussion of Proposition 5, Chapter 8 for 
candidates’ perspectives on such parents’ considerable contributions). This tendency 
can be explained by the notion that these parents with extensive involvement found 
their role activities to be rewarding rather than onerous.  Indeed, when it was 
suggested tentatively by the interviewer that these parents perhaps valued their adult 
son’s or daughter’s doctoral student status because it presented opportunities for them, 
as parents and grandparents, to maintain regular and close contact with, and provide 
practical support to, their adult offspring and their families, the parents readily agreed. 
For example, one parent responded with a representative and emphatic, ‘Yes, yes ... 
yes, yes’. 
 
The remaining parents, as has emerged in the discussion thus far, as a consequence of 
their advancing years, were very comfortable with having less active roles in their 
adult children’s day-to-day lives. Irrespective of the extent of their involvement in the 
                                                 
11 For example, some parents provided practical support for candidates by assisting with domestic tasks 
(see discussion of Propositions 2 and 4, above). 
12  For example, most parents provided encouragement and moral support by way of conversation about 
the candidates’ study activities (see discussion of Propositions 2 and 6, above) and/or other gestures 
including attending, or declaring firm intentions to attend graduation ceremonies (further discussion of 
the ways parents integrated the symbols of doctoral study success into their enactment of their role as 
parents is forthcoming in this discussion of Propositions 7 and 8). 
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organisation and running of the candidates’ homes, all of the parents made repeated, 
positive comments about the affective outcomes for them of having a son or daughter 
aged in their middle years studying for doctorate, commenting for example: 
 
I’m very proud … I think that the fact that she wants to better her education still is quite 
remarkable ...  I’m very, very pleased about it. She’s very focussed on it ... They say … if you 
want to go on, you ought to get your doctorate … I’m proud of the fact that [she] is doing it ... 
I just think that it’s good. I mean, okay, she will now have the education to cover her.  
 
[W]e’re both very proud … Now [my son and daughter-in-law] are quite happy with what 
they are both doing … . They made up their mind …with their careers to get as high as they 
could … It was a personal decision of theirs, and they made it and they stuck to it and all 
credit to them. They’ve achieved their ambitions in getting up to the highest. 
 
[H]e was into study … He was focussed [gesturing to block peripheral vision] … . He’s aimed 
for something and he’s put [in] a lot of work … . [H]e’s aimed to get the best out of his study 
that he can and the best out of his education … [H]e just needed to study ...  . No, he’s made 
an effort ... He’s enjoyed it and we’ve enjoyed seeing him do it ... I’ve had a lot of pleasure 
out of seeing [him] get ahead, and knowing that he has worked hard.  [It has brought him] 
peace of mind [and] happiness ... [H]e can pass that knowledge onto someone else coming up 
…  [T]hat’s what he liked and he wanted to do it and he really aimed for it and he’s got it … 
[T]hat’s most rewarding to us ... .  
 
I’m very proud for her … She said, ‘I’m happy Mum to do this Philos of doc [hesitating] 
Doctor of Philosophy and all of this. And she go around talk to people like yourself to me ... 
She’s just clever …  I’m so happy for her ... She’s so happy … She’s want to be top, and top 
and top … She’s high and she’s understand this, understand that … . Many, many things she’s 
understand. ... Make me proud for her because she grown woman but she still want to be 
higher, and higher and higher ... If no clever, you can’t do it ... . Some people can learn so 
much and some people can’t learn nothing - that’s God’s gift ... [S]ome people even they read 
something can’t understand what means … . Better to do these things you want to do and after 
party [and] see friends. Have time for friends, for the parents, but have to do the things to do.  
 
In summary, the parents noted that the rewards for them included feeling ‘proud’, 
‘pleased’ and ‘happy’ because in their view, participation in doctoral studies 
evidenced candidates’ positive personal characteristics including academic aptitude 
and achievement which in the parents’ assessment requires the qualities of dedication, 
focus, commitment, application, ambition and discipline. In several instances, the 
parents linked the rewards they felt to their observations that the candidates were 
fulfilled and happy in their student role and were going to benefit career-wise from 
the doctoral qualification. In brief, the undertaking of the doctoral study contributed to 
the parents perceiving their offspring to have a strong work ethic, which they, as 
parents, admired.   
 
While these positive affective outcomes for parents reflected how parents perceived 
the candidates in their roles as students and academics, the rewards parents 
experienced were typically linked more strongly to the parents’ perceptions that the 
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candidates were able to maintain a balance between their study commitments and 
family responsibilities. All of the parents spontaneously made comments on this, for 
example:  
 
[My daughter] is excellent; she does all the cooking and everything like that … at the moment 
she is at [a friend’s holiday house] to finish off. She comes home … cooks up, puts it in the 
freezer, so she’s not neglecting her parent duties, wife duties … [She and her husband] are 
very, very supportive of the whole of the family …, so no, none of the family suffer in any 
way … All of her children are all doing well and are truly focussed into their sport [and] their 
schooling ... [My daughter] is definitely setting up a wonderful life for all of them, and … by 
doing this [i.e. maintaining a strong commitment to supporting the children’s activities whilst 
doing her PhD], she’s … giving them everything that they could possibly want ... I would say 
that she definitely wouldn’t have allowed it to make any difference to her family life and 
everything that they do together ...  They do, do an awful lot together … They still have their 
holidays together. They still do everything at weekends together ... She has never allowed it to 
interfere with their private lives and things. 
 
[H]e helps [his wife in the home] alright. … Helps her with a bit of housework and one thing 
and another ... He’s pretty versatile. He can do ironing and washing all that sort of thing, and 
cooking.  
     
[My son and daughter-in-law, who are both students] made up their mind, I would say … just 
to let other things go - family comes first … . 
 
[My son] knew he had to get work done and [he’d] still come and … [bring] the kids up to see 
us. So [he would try to combine everything] - the lot …  [rather than not see us] …  [F]irst of 
all, you’ve got to be a good father and a good husband, and the family comes first … you 
study well and you’ve got a nice family … you’ve accomplished something. [I look at my son 
and I see that he is a good family man, and I get a lot of satisfaction from that] … You want 
time on your own to go and do what you have to do, but you get back as a family and … they 
have a good family life … 
 
[As well as working and studying] she have to go home and do that and do that [gesturing to 
indicate many tasks], but she has the energy ... Everything, she can do the everything – for her 
university, for her school and families too.  
 
Of interest also with respect to these two Propositions is that all of the parents, either 
spontaneously or in response to interview questions, made reference to the rewards 
they experienced from having access, by association with the candidate, to the 
symbols of academic success in doctoral studies in the form of: the title of “doctor”; 
doctoral graduation ceremonies and graduation photographs; and, the production of a 
“book”. This was regardless of whether the candidates were recent graduates or still 
enrolled. For several parents whose offspring had graduated, recounting events, 
involving such symbols, created poignant moments; this was evident not only in their 
use of words and choice of images but also when some became emotional while 
speaking: 
 
[I]t will be good [when he’s referred to as doctor after he has graduated] … [H]e deserves it ...  
I’ll definitely go to [his graduation]. Oh, definitely ... I’ll feel very proud of him having got 
that far.  
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Oh I think it would be good [for my daughter-in-law] to have the title “doctor”. Oh gee wiz, 
I’ve got such a clever family [chuckling]. When people see it in writing they would know it is 
high achievement in academic things … I would like to go to my daughter-in-law’s graduation 
… . I think it would be lovely … [because] … I’d feel part of it. … I’d come home with a 
picture. 
 
[Friends] just have to come into our place and see, you know, pictures of them [i.e. various 
graduation photographs of son and daughter-in-law] around …; that’s enough to let them 
know that we are proud of them … .  
 
They [i.e. doctoral graduands at the graduation] came in and he was all gowned up and … 
looking a million dollars … [I]t was lovely  ... We think it’s great [that he is now called 
“Doctor”] ... [It] was our privilege [to go to his graduation] ... It’s the pinnacle of achievement 
… It really made a man of him; not that he wasn’t before. … No, it really was great ... . 
 
You’ve only got to watch for one [at the graduation]. You haven’t got eyes for the rest.  … It 
brought a tear to your eye … . I think it’s lovely [that he is now called “Doctor”] ... .  [The 
graduation] was absolutely beautiful. ... We were so happy for him. And to see him come 
down, march through and go up on the stage and then speak later – well [sighing], it’s a 
feeling that … he’s made it [smiling with pursed lips and nodding slowly] ... . [When he 
spoke], well …, [y]ou’d think he was the Lord High Principal of the Lodge or something  … . 
We thought, ‘Godfather, what’s he going to do next?’ and then when he spoke …, it was just 
amazing ... [I can’t tell you what he said] - well no, you would have to listen to the tape - I was 
too … choked up by this time [becoming emotional] ... [He said, ‘I want you to all stand up 
and I want all the students to] turn around and thank all those parents, [family] and friends for 
all the hard work they’ve put in and the trying times and … thank them for how you have 
made it today’. Well, they clapped and cheered and, everybody stood - the whole auditorium - 
and it was just, you know, you’d reckon Billy Graeme had come to speak ... . It was unreal … 
.  Afterwards, … [I said] ‘All that hard work [son], and you’ve made it and you have made us 
that proud’ ... . It was just - oh special! Godfather, … I could’ve jumped down and gone up 
and cuddled him on the stage. And that’s saying something ... . He’s … been a good son … . 
I’m not one to boast with him, but I love the boy.   
 
Always [friends] come in here [interviewee’s dining room] look at [her graduation 
photographs for various degrees] - they say, ‘Look at [your daughter] there, there, there.’ 
[chuckling] … After finish she give me the book [i.e. dissertation] … The time she give me 
the book … I kissed her book. I said, ‘So happy …’ [becoming emotional]  [Now that she has 
graduated and is called “Doctor”] I go around and I am so happy [chuckling] … I saw my 
daughter on the stage [at her graduation] and … I’m so happy ... Of course, cry - I’m happy 
[chuckling]. No, no tears for sad. Always feel happy.  
 
Comments made by several of the parents regarding their determination to attend 
graduation ceremonies despite obstacles created by: circumstances, distance, ill health 
and waning energy levels underscored the extent to which parents participating in this 
investigation perceived personal rewards for enactment of their sub-identity as parent 
of a doctoral graduate: 
 
If I’m home [I’ll go to her graduation] yes, for sure, yes, oh definitely ... I was away I think for 
her Master’s, but I definitely want to go to her doctorate.  
 
[W]e missed out on the last one [i.e. son’s Master’s graduation] ... I was in hospital and I 
couldn’t go to it, much to my sorrow. And so this one definitely … - only to be there … 
[T]here is no way known [we would miss it]. [W]e said, ‘Oh, we’d crawl if we got there this 
time!’ … [E]ven though it meant a special trip to Melbourne … [W]e were in from the 
beginning - ay! 
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[I]t was hard to get [to the graduation] … We didn’t think we were going to make it with [his] 
mother not well. 
 
I’ve got to be sure that I can be awake [for the graduation ceremony]. You realise I’m very old 
[chuckling] and these things become difficult. After 9 o’clock I need matchsticks. 
 
 
Notwithstanding the repeated declarations by all parents of the affective rewards they 
experienced as parents of doctoral candidates in their middle years, some also 
expressed reservations about the impact of the demands of combined study, family 
and work commitments for the candidates, their partners and their children. These 
concerns, along with other issues raised during the interviews with parents, are 
relevant to Theoretical Construct III, ‘Role incompatibility’, which is the final 
theoretical construct posited by Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) in their model of the 
antecedents of role strain within families. This third Construct comprises the final, 
four Propositions; these will now be described and discussed with reference to the 
data gathered from the candidates’ parents. 
 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility   Cottrell (1942) and Goode (1960) 
both theorised that role strain is influenced by the extent to which the demands of a 
role are incompatible with demands of other roles in a “serious role set” (Burr, Leigh 
et al. 1979 p. 82). Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) suggest that role incompatibility is 
probably a continuous variable that varies between highly compatible to highly 
incompatible roles and have extrapolated four Propositions, labelled 9 to 12 in their 
model, from the literature to assist in developing understandings of the relationships 
between role incompatibility and role strain within families.  
 
Proposition 9 is ‘The more individuals think their roles are incompatible, the greater 
their role strain’. In the discussion of Proposition 3, it was noted that candidates’ 
parents’ significant role relationships were limited to social and family interactions. 
The effects of parents acquiring the sub-identity, within their family member set, of a 
parent of a mid or late-career doctoral candidate or graduate, on social interactions 
will be considered when Proposition 12, which focuses on the notion of 
“compartmentalisation”, is discussed. Of most relevance to Proposition 9 is the degree 
of congruence or incongruence parents perceived between their various sub-identities 
within the family domain including each interviewee being not only the parent of the 
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candidate but also the parent of the candidate’s siblings, the grandparent of the 
candidate’s children, and the parent-in-law of the candidate’s partner.13
 
  
While all of the candidates who were involved in this investigation had siblings, for 
the most part comments made by the parent participants indicated that they perceived 
no notable tensions for themselves, as parents of several offspring, arising from the 
candidates’ student status. As a group, it is clear the parents were confident of having 
treated the candidates and their siblings equitably regarding the fostering of an 
attitude to education pursuits; this equivalence of approach, however, manifested 
itself in various ways. Some noted that they focussed on actively encouraging all of 
their offspring in the same way, regardless of each offspring’s predilection for formal 
study, for example:  
 
[It was important to me that my children had a good education] - oh yeah, we always did that 
[i.e. encouraged them to be well educated]. We had three kiddies …, [a]nd … I said, ‘I’ll take 
you to matriculation, but from then on you’ve got to find your way’, sort of thing. 
 
I taught my children to [aim high in their education] ... Yes, if you can to do something to be 
you happy, go high, high - go do it, always. [I have given both the children a lot of 
encouragement] - oh always, always, always … You want something to do – do it. Go for it ... 
Both of them - encouraged. 
 
Others were dubious or coy about the suggestion of their having influenced the 
candidates’ and their siblings’ attitude to education during their earlier years. When 
asked if perhaps they had had a positive influence, they replied for example: 
 
Oh well, I don’t know about that, but [hesitating] oh [my children] say that, but oh - we won’t 
go into that one. 
 
Oh, I don’t know. We’d like to think so, but I don’t know, I couldn’t say definitely – no. 
 
Clearly, these parents had not consciously been proactive in promoting the merits of 
education to their offspring as a general principle, and in this way had also treated all 
of their offspring equally. It is interesting to note that while some parents were not 
proactive in encouraging their offspring to seek formal education qualifications nor 
were any consciously, overtly discouraging of their offspring doing so; this was 
despite the parents’ own lack of formal education (for more details see discussion of 
Proposition 10 below).  
                                                 
13 Because, as noted earlier, for brevity the generic “parents” has been used to refer to those who were 
either parents or parents-in-law of the candidates those interviewed may also have be parents of the 
candidates’ brothers and sisters-in-law or parents of the candidates’ partners.    
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It is important to note here that during other phases of the interviews, several of the 
parents spoke about having encouraged the candidates specifically, at various stages, 
to take their education opportunities seriously. The parents’ self-reported role in 
providing such encouragement to the candidates is relevant to Proposition 11, which 
draws together the notions of rewards from role enactment, role incompatibility and 
role strain. Proposition 11 is discussed below. What is relevant to this discussion is 
that, as a group, the parents saw themselves as having supported all their offspring in 
pursuing their various individual strengths and interests regarding both career and 
education, for example:   
 
[We felt it was important that they had a good education]… our son and one daughter, they 
both done matriculation ... But the youngest daughter, she wasn’t a bit interested, no she 
wasn’t ... [O]f course, [people have different interests], she just went off and got married and 
that was it. [chuckling]     
 
[W]e’ve got three boys and they are three different boys. Well, they are not boys; they’re men 
now - and very, very different. But in their own field … they are … very determined … to 
make a go of it ... No favourites. Everybody, everybody has their place and gets a turn.  
 
[A]lways happy for my children and proud for my children … Children have different things 
to do in their lifes. Some children want to stay here. Some children want to stay there [doing 
vertical gestures] ... [My daughter] from young one she’s look to go up ... Let her do it; if she 
can do it - good … [My son] not finished the high school –  just form 5 ... He said, ‘I don’t 
want to go more – I want be [a tradesman]’ … . He said ‘… I don’t want Mum go more and 
more high school. I want finish’ … [I said], You want to go and be [a tradesman], be [a 
tradesman]. 
 
Against this background, the parents, overall, were confident that the candidates’ 
siblings supported or accepted the candidates’ student status. The parents did not 
report incidences of siblings being jealous, resentful or dismissive: 
 
[His sisters] - oh well, they always ask how the family is and I go on and tell them what’s 
what [and just have a general catch up] - yeah  ... [His sisters] are quite pleased about him 
doing it.   
 
[Other members of the family] just say, ‘Oh well, that’s [him]. No, we all accept him as he is. 
... His brother … calls him ‘The Professor’. So they’ll bag him at … different times. But no, 
… [they don’t have the feeling, ‘Gee, I wish I was doing [a doctorate]’ - no, no. They’re 
happy in their lot. [They are all pursuing what they want to do and they enjoy what they are 
doing] - yeah, yeah ... [T]he way they are – best of friends. 
 
[Other family think], ‘Good luck to him if he wants to do it’. Well, his brother will say, ‘How 
is Plato going …? What’s he doing this week?’ ‘Oh, the “absent-minded” professor, where is 
he?’ But, that’s his way of telling him that he’s enjoying him studying. That’s his way. He’s 
not going to say to him, ‘Good on you; you’ve done a good job’. He’s going to say it jokingly. 
And his other brother …, they do have talks when his brother stays with him. 
 
My son, he is happy for his sister. 
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Indeed, those parents who elaborated on the candidates’ brothers’ and sisters’ 
reactions tended to highlight the idea that the candidates’ student status enhanced, or 
was a vector for the expression of, bonds between siblings.  
 
While the parents who were interviewed did not emphasise parent-sibling or 
candidate-sibling tensions associated with the candidates undertaking a doctoral 
degree, the potential for it being problematic was identified by two of the parents who 
commented: 
 
I’ve never had any doubts about it or questions about it because it seemed so completely 
normal. I wish some other members of the family would feel the same way ... I think [my son 
and daughter] try not to … know [about my daughter-in-law studying].  
 
Sometimes [my son talks to me about his sister studying for a doctorate] … Sometimes he said 
- because [he] not finished the high school … ‘I don’t want to do this job. I want to be higher 
like [my sister]’ … because [she] goes to university and he’s stopped … What can I do after? 
One child was one [referring to her daughter] and another child [referring to her son] was 
other way ... [Now he wishes that he had studied like his sister] - he does - yes, now yes. … 
Children different. One mother make four, three, five children … and everyone is different 
person … Different. And sometimes it’s hard. 
 
It appears, from comments made elsewhere by these two parents, however, that 
although they were aware of issues arising from there being discrepancies between the 
formal education experiences of the candidates and those of the parents’ other 
offspring, these were not of significant magnitude to cause sibling rivalry or 
undermine family relationships. 
 
With respect to others from the candidates’ family of origin, two of the parents made 
brief, positive comments (for example, ‘[My wife] was quite pleased that he … went 
on like he did’; ‘[My husband] is happy [about my daughter studying].’), while one 
recalled: 
 
I happen to know her mother and I happen to have heard a little of earlier history and I would 
say that her mother didn’t fully understand this compulsion to study and achieve and carry on. 
So there could have been a bit of a deterrent there, but no [my daughter-in-law] was quite 
determined to carry on with it, and did. 
 
While this comment does reflect a negative response to the candidate’s student status 
from within the family and is a further indicator of the potential for conflict (see also 
discussion above regarding responses of siblings) there was no suggestion here that 
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for this parent the negative reaction by her daughter-in-law’s mother was a source of 
strain for the interviewee.  
 
When commenting on their observations of the effects of the candidates’ enrolment 
on their grandchildren, the parents also focussed on the experience being a positive 
one for their grandchildren, for example: 
 
[T]he kids never comment on it. They never say anything about it … They know that their 
Dad is studying and that’s about it. It’s just part of life with them ... I think that they are quite 
happy about it. [My grandson] is very studious and [my granddaughter] is going along alright 
... [My grandson]’s going to follow on – [after my son] – probably, yes.  
 
I’d say [my grandsons] consider it absolutely normal [that their mother is studying for a PhD] 
because they are used to this sort of thing. ‘Aw, she’s off again.’ … it’s just a normal part of 
life. It’s like Mum going to play bingo, ‘Oh, she always does on a Saturday.’ … I’ve seen 
families where no body picks up a book, where it is not the thing to do ... [I think a good part 
for the boys about having their mother studying is] they’ve got something to live up to … sort 
of – ‘She can do that, then maybe I can, if I want to’ - yes, something to live up to. 
  
[My] two [grandchildren] were …little adults, really ... . [They] have been more independent 
[because their parents were studying] ... They’ve got their own chores to do … I think that 
having their Mum and Dad do their PhDs meant the children matured ... . Where we would 
talk and we get down to the children …, the children had to come up to them … . I used to 
wonder early in life that … the children might have missed out, but then they proved me 
wrong by all joining [the same sporting club] … They all go as a family and do it. So that 
ruled me out ... No no, they don’t miss out at all ... [Also I think] it must have … [had a good 
affect on the children’s approach to their schooling] … because … much to our surprise [our 
grandson], took on [a university course that is similar to his parents’ field of study] … I think 
now [my granddaughter] is talking about [doing the same course]. … I think … she can see … 
how it’s working with her mother and father, now [her brother], and now I think she’ll follow 
in their foot-steps, too ... [A]s far as [my grandchildren] would be concerned, I’d say [their] 
Mum and Dad … before [the PhD] … they both went for their Master’s, so they have always 
done it from the time that they were born, so I think it’s just been part and parcel. 
 
[My grandchildren] would… always … see Mum and Dad study and that’s the habit. That’s 
what they see happen around the house, and [my son and daughter-in-law have] still got time 
to take them out and go places with them and have holidays, so they’re not neglected, but 
study comes – it’s just a family life - part of the way it is. [Having his Mum and Dad study] 
must have helped [my young grandson] because he wants to [do something similar to his 
parents]. 
 
[My grandchildren] like [their] parents to be higher and higher ... yes, proud …because they 
talking to me the little children … special time finish they say, ‘Oh, mama book.’ ... . I said [to 
my grandchildren], ‘You grow now, you have to help … your parents’, and [they are] good 
children too. [They say], ‘Oh yes, yes grandma [chuckling]. Very nice. I like ... . Because she 
took them everywhere … want to go … not miss nothing.  
 
In summary, the candidates’ parents reported that their grandchildren were not 
disadvantaged in any way by the candidates’ enrolment in a doctoral degree. In 
particular, the parents highlighted the following factors. First, that the “academic-
parent-student” phenomenon was an accepted aspect of the home environment and 
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that most of their grandchildren had known no other parenting possibilities because 
the candidates had undertaken studies for various qualifications since the 
grandchildren’s infancy. Implied here is that in consequence, the grandchildren did 
not have to adapt to changes in the candidates’ behaviour and availability. Related to 
this, a recurring, unprompted descriptor used by the all of the candidates’ parents who 
were interviewed was that life with parents who were students and working, was 
considered “normal” by the grandchildren. The candidates’ parents presented this as a 
positive element in their grandchildren’s life experiences; the parents reported that 
their grandchildren had benefited from the candidates providing positive role models 
for application to study and for career options. Further, the parents believed that their 
grandchildren benefited from having certain behaviour expectations and household 
responsibilities in that the grandchildren were more independent and responsible than 
they might otherwise have been. In addition, the parents reported that their 
grandchildren all enjoyed a rich family life with strong support from the candidates 
for the grandchildren’s sporting interests, social life and holiday activities (see also 
discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 above regarding parents’ perception that candidates 
were dedicated to their nuclear families).  
 
The candidates’ parents’ observations of the way candidates enacted their role as 
parents gave the candidates’ parents no cause for concern; therefore, in the view of the 
parents, their sub-identity of parents of candidates was not incompatible with their 
sub-identity of the grandparent of the candidates’ children and role strain was not an 
issue. 
 
With respect to the candidates’ partners,14
 
 some of the parents speculated that the 
candidates’ student status might bring some pressures into the lives of the candidates’ 
partners and perhaps puts strains on the couples’ relationships: 
[T]hey [i.e. university administrators] are pushing the academics to become more academic, 
and I wonder whether it’s necessary. It puts pressure on the family; it puts pressure on 
everybody. 
 
                                                 
14 Here the reader is reminded that for the sake of brevity, the generic “parents” was used when 
reporting the findings to refer to the candidates’ parents and parents-in-law. In the case of symmetrical 
student couples (i.e. each is either studying or has studied for a doctoral degree) parent interviewees 
occupied both roles. The study, however, did not seek to determine if discrepancies existed between 
these distinct familial relationships, rather the focus was on broader generational factors.  
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[I]t makes it a bit hard on [my daughter-in-law] at times, you know, when he has that much 
work to do and she’s got work to do too, because she’s a [busy professional herself] … I think 
that their wives must suffer a bit because there is so much study in it … He’s got [my 
daughter-in-law] to worry about now. He’s got [my daughter-in-law] to upset him if he’s not 
going well [chuckling].  
 
[It] could not have been easy [when my son was doing his PhD] with youngsters around the 
place because you rely such a lot on the cooperation of your partner; and if the two people, the 
husband and the wife, don’t see eye to eye or are not prepared to cooperate 100 per cent in 
what’s being done, I think it could be extremely difficult.  I think family co-operation is the 
most important part  - giving the student the time to do it, the opportunity to do it, without 
things over taking ... [There’s a] tremendous lot of things to do, and if they are not done 
somebody is going to get very annoyed about it, and it’s all going to impinge.  
 
[I think it means extra housework for my son, now that my daughter-in-law is doing her PhD] 
More lately …, I’d say he would help with domestic chores. 
 
I know it’s a lot of hard work. And it’s a lot of study, and it’s a lot of effort, and a lot of effort 
on the family, I’d say, at home … if you’re studying a lot, it’s not going to bring you a lot 
closer [as a couple]. You want time on your own to go and do what you have to do … . 
 
Several parents mentioned, however, that if candidature had created difficulties 
between the candidates and their partners, they, the parents were not privy to that 
being the case: 
 
I think that she won’t do any better job being pushed forward, and has it taken out anything 
from the family? - I don’t know. I haven’t seen any [sign of ] it taking any thing from the 
family. 
 
I ask him how everything’s going … but he never ever says that much about it, really. As I 
say he probably talks it more over with his wife … . 
 
[I]t all works out well and there isn’t any of the, well as far as I know, there isn’t any of the 
sort of disagreement or arguing about how the time should be spent – the spare time.  
 
I wouldn’t know [if there were any hard parts for my daughter-in-law because my son was 
studying]. I wouldn’t know. She wouldn’t tell me anyway [chuckling] ... Well, that’s their 
business. That’s their business. It’s really up to them [to work it out]. 
 
If it was difficult [for my son to manage study at this level and family life], he never told you 
so. So you wouldn’t know ... I would never know [if it affected his relationship with my 
daughter-in-law] because he didn’t [say anything and I didn’t] … see any signs of it [having 
an effect]. 
 
Overwhelmingly, however, regardless of whether or not the parents were cognisant of 
the possibility that candidates’ student status might have created pressures for the 
candidates’ partners and/or placed strains on the couples’ relationships, the parents 
reported that the candidates’ student status did not create significant difficulties for 
either the candidates’ partners or the couple. Some parents reiterated the idea that 
study was a normal and/or accepted aspect of family life (see also discussion above 
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regarding parents’ perceptions of the impact of candidature on the grandchildren) for 
the candidates and their partners: 
 
[I]t’s her way of living and their family way of living …  I don’t think they are any different. I 
think they take life as it comes. And I really don’t think that they are any different from any 
other family.  
 
I don’t have any great concerns about it doing any damage or anything ... [I don’t worry about 
the effect my daughter-in-law studying might be having on] my son … because they are a 
studying family. Once it is the norm for the family to be dedicated to study, it’s accepted and 
it makes it easier for everybody ... [I]t all seems so perfectly ‘normal’ [chuckling] I just go 
along with it ... [My daughter-in-law and my son are] in tune … If there isn’t any spare time, it 
doesn’t matter because they have similar interests. 
 
I think they … just expected that [studying] was part of life and that was it. It’s always been 
their way of thinking. 
 
or reported that they believed it was a positive element in the couples’ relationships in 
that the circumstance of the candidate undertaking a doctorate provided opportunities 
for candidates’ partners to demonstrate their commitment to the relationship: 
 
If there is ever anything [my daughter who is studying] needs help in … she has got an 
excellent family ... They have all accepted and helped. I would say probably [my son-in-law] 
mostly because … of the job he’s got … . He’s on shift-work sometimes and he helps out, and 
he accepts all the things that [my daughter] is doing because they must have all talked about it 
before she went to do it … [I]f [the children] need [family support] for [sporting activities] … 
[my son-in-law] will see to that.  
 
I think [my daughter-in-law who is studying] is very fortunate in the fact … that …  her 
partner [my son] is … in full agreement and therefore is prepared to share the domestic duties, 
to [enable her to] put time into personal study without interference, to go along with the whole 
project. And that’s a 100 per cent of what’s needed ... .  
 
for consolidation of a special bond between couples:   
 
[I think the support that my daughter-in-law gets from my son enhances their relationship, it 
brings them closer together] - oh yes … It’s like two people singing in tune ... [T]hat’s the 
whole basis of it that it’s agreeable to both and helpful to both ... It makes my son feel good 
because he’s able to help ... [My daughter-in-law appreciates the support she gets from my 
son] because they are in tune and each knows what the other is thinking ... .  
 
[My daughter-in-law] went to the university and she studied and she got a degree, so it didn’t 
worry me that … he was doing it.  
 
[T]hey’re on the same tram really … . 
 
I don’t think there would be anything about [my daughter] studying that would have been 
difficult for [my son-in-law] No, no. [He’s] happy for this for [her] - very happy ... . Maybe 
[my son-in-law needed to do a] little bit [more work] because [my daughter needed help to do 
something. … [He would] help her, and [when he needed] help do something, [she would] 
help, always. [So they helped each other] – yes, together. 
 
for enhancement of the partners’ status: 
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[That my daughter-in-law is studying for a PhD means] satisfaction [for my son], ‘Hey I’ve 
got a wife who likes to study. Oooo, I’ve got a wife who’s achieving something. Yes, that 
pleases me’. 
 
[I]f you … have husband and you come to do all of these things. It’s good for them - for her 
and for him ... [My daughter] have the whole [a range of academic qualifications including a 
doctorate] and [my son-in-law] have the whole. His wife and now [he] have, and her for her 
husband.  
 
and for averting possible conflict: 
 
[A] lot of women round that age [i.e. in their 50s] are dissatisfied, casting around, searching 
for something. They’re not sure what, but they are searching and groping, and this is a person 
who knows what she wants and uses time to achieve it, which is good ... If [my daughter-in-
law] wasn’t doing [her PhD], she’d be just going off somewhere or doing something … and 
[my son] would perhaps be coerced … into doing something that he wasn’t really interested in 
- just to fill up the time and to be sociable and to be out and to have something to do. Well, 
this [i.e. studying for a doctorate] is something which he would probably be very interested in 
and is much better than racing off and having to learn line-dancing or something. 
 
The identification of positive effects on couples’ relationships by parents was 
especially emphasised in situations where both were doctoral students or the 
candidates’ partners had previously studied for a doctorate, for example: 
 
[My daughter-in-law] has got someone behind her who knows what it’s all about – a great 
help I would think ... I’d say he would help with domestic chores … He would help perhaps 
with questions and suggestions with the study – a little a bit of guidance here and there. That 
sort of thing, which doesn’t go amiss. He’d enjoy that.  
 
They’re both doing [similar things because they were both studying] ... and they were both 
doing it together that’s what we liked because it was a family issue ... [I think it was] great 
[that my son and daughter-in-law were studying at the same time] because they could both 
work on the same thing ... [It was good that they had something that they were sharing, 
something that they could do together, and that they could support each other through] … [I]t 
really was great for them – both of them.  
 
[B]y [my daughter-in-law] doing [a PhD], they worked together and they’d help each other. If 
she was not interested in that, it might have been a lot harder for [my son] ... Well, she was 
doing it herself, so … they were both wrapt up in it, so they just worked together ... they’d just 
help each other.  
 
[Because they were both doing a PhD they helped each other] - yes together ... [This made 
them] much closer [as a couple]. One help the other - much closer ... [Doing their PhDs at the 
same time has been good for their relationship] - yes very good like this ... I don’t think so for 
studying fighting because I know [my son-in-law] for so many years marries to my daughter 
and … I don’t think so have fight because for helping and more encouraging, no fighting. 
[They’re much more likely to help and encourage each other] - yes, yes ...  both of them happy 
and helping each other ... It help both of them ... .  
 
 
Several explicit comments were made which indicated that perhaps intra-family 
relationships between the candidates’ parents and the candidates’ partners; the 
candidates’ children; and, the parents’ familial counter-parts as parents or parents-in-
law, were strengthened because of the gratitude the parents felt towards other family 
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members when they, the candidate’s parents, reflected on the support that various 
family members provided for the candidate: 
 
[My son-in-law] is wonderful. He helps out so much ... He’s very good. I think all of us, as a 
family, have helped each other … [My daughter] has always said it will be her family, me and 
the children … they’ll be the doctorates because of what they have all done to help ... . I feel 
that we have all helped, hopefully ... . They’ve all been so good about it all ... They all share in 
everything they do … . I feel that they are all coping very well ... . I feel that it’s good that 
they are able to all be so well adjusted over the whole thing.  
 
[My daughter-in-law] is happy about [my son] doing [a doctorate], so you couldn’t wish for 
anything more than that. 
 
The support that [my son] he got from [my daughter-in-law’s] family - absolutely fantastic ... I 
mean they’d look after the children and they would get them from school or take them to 
school and sending food around and anything … . They were always there - always, when 
they were needed or otherwise, you know, very willing – and able ... all for the family. Oh no, 
no, no. That’s wonderful ... No, they’re wonderful.     
  
[With chores like shopping, housework, cooking, gardening and maintenance] - oh [my son-
in-law does all of these things] because [my daughter] she’s married him ... [He] doing all of 
these things. Very good ... [My daughter was getting support from my son-in-law] – ah, of 
course, yes, very good like this. 
 
The final point that is relevant to this Proposition was the reaction of parents to the 
candidates spending extended periods away from the family home to concentrate on 
their studies, for example: 
 
She’s away at the moment … because she’s trying to get her thesis done. She’s taken off to 
going down to [a friend’s holiday house] to get stuck into it because she has only got a few 
more weeks, I think, to get it finished. So yep ... she goes there and she comes back … and 
then goes off again.  
 
She’s coming here when I go [on holiday for a few months] … She’s coming to stay here next 
week. When I move out, she’s moving in - just Monday to Friday sort of thing … She coming 
here was my idea …  She’s helping me out because umm I’m happy that she can come here. I 
don’t know how long she’ll come here for – just a few days [or] a week and that will help her 
... She can set up here and she can do it.  
 
[I]f [my son] was to go to the beach he would still take his work with him. And he loved going 
to the beach on his own [and staying in the family caravan], where he could study in private. 
 
The matter-of-fact tone in which parents discussed the strategy of withdrawal from 
the family environment indicates that among the parents there was acceptance and 
endorsement of the candidates’ behaviour. It is important to note here, though, that 
these comments were typically accompanied by the parents declaring their admiration 
for the candidates’ dedication to their families (see also discussion of Propositions 7 
and 8 above) whilst working on their doctorates. When these two aspects of the 
discussion are brought together, it can be inferred that any unease parents might 
 155 
potentially experience over the candidates’ withdrawal from daily family life for 
extended periods, because of study commitments, were countered by candidates’ 
family-orientated behaviours. These included the candidates’ continuing to make 
active contributions to aspects of routine family life, and in particular, to those aspects 
involving their children. 
 
When the various components of this discussion of Proposition 9 are considered 
together, it is clear that when the candidates’ parents were asked to reflect on how the 
candidates’ doctoral student status had affected other family members and intra-
family relationships, the parents did not perceive serious tensions within the 
candidates’ families of origin15 or within the candidates’ nuclear families16
 
. On the 
contrary, with respect to intra-family relationships, the parents emphasised that the 
candidates’ student status was dealt with in positive ways across the various familial 
combinations. Of interest is that such a perspective is at odds with the findings of 
Edwards’ (1993) study that involved women enrolled in undergraduate and 
postgraduate degrees. Edwards found that according to the students their parents 
believed by furthering their education the women were threatening their relationships 
with their partners and their children. In particular, they found mothers and mothers-
in-law worried that the demands of study did or would lead women to neglect both 
their partners and their children. The consequence of the contrasting positive 
perspectives held by the parents in this investigation was that the candidates’ parents 
did not experience incompatibility from simultaneously enacting the sub-identities of 
parent/parent-in-law or grandparent to each family member type involved in the 
study. 
Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) describe Proposition 10 as the logical extension of 
Proposition 9 because it assumes the number of roles in a role set influences the 
probability of role incompatibility (Goode 1960). Proposition 10 is ‘The greater the 
role accumulation, the greater the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set’. 
 
The question of role accumulation and parents’ perceptions of role incompatibility 
requires consideration of how the parents viewed and enacted their roles (i) as social 
                                                 
15 That is, among the interviewees; the candidates; the candidates’ siblings; or, the candidates’ mother/ 
father. 
16 That is, among the interviewees, the candidates, the candidates’ children or the candidates’ partners. 
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players when among friends, and (ii) as family members with respect to their sub-
identity as parents of doctoral candidates (see discussion of Proposition 3 above in 
which parents’ two significant role-sets were identified). The detailed discussion of 
how the candidates’ parents conducted their role of social players when among friends 
is presented in the discussion of Proposition 12 below. Proposition 12 suggests that 
compartmentalisation of incompatible roles can be an effective strategy for dealing 
with role strain. Suffice to say here, that during the interviews some parents indicated 
that they perceived that being a social player and a parent of doctoral candidates, or 
recent doctoral graduate, to be somewhat incompatible, and thus some parents’ 
experiences were in keeping with the sentiment expressed in Proposition 10.   
 
Examination of the issue of incompatibility of roles and role accumulation within the 
family member set, however, is more complex. It reveals: the potential for role 
incompatibility, how parents resolved areas of discord, and in consequence, how they 
were able to minimise the levels of strain they felt. While the discussion of the 
Propositions thus far reveals that the parents’ responses to the candidates’ student 
status have been predominately positive and that role strain has not arisen from their 
acquiring the sub-identity of parents of doctoral candidates, consideration of 
Proposition 10 exposes aspects of the interviewees’ experiences wherein they were 
vulnerable to role strain. Four themes raised by the parents indicated possible foci for 
role strain owing to incompatibility, namely: their own lack of formal education; their 
fields of employment; their limited understanding and knowledge of what is involved 
in studying for a doctorate; and, the disquiet some felt about the pressures candidates 
and their families may be feeling because of the candidates’ student status.  
 
Without prompting, all of the parents interviewed made comments on their own level 
of formal education attainment, for example: 
 
I never … got to any of these dizzy heights that they have. 
 
[Studying for a PhD] wouldn’t do me because I couldn’t do it.  I couldn’t do it … [b]ecause … 
I was never much of a student …  I left school when I was … 14 years old ... that was the end 
of grade eight – the old grade eight as it was ... I was no student. I wasn’t bright at school, and 
I never even tried ... See, I never had any brothers to look up to ... [D]ad, he wasn’t studious at 
all … I’m no good at [focussing on things]. I can’t concentrate – no, no. Oh, a while ago there 
… I couldn’t even read a book. 
 
Oh, gee whiz, I never did anything like this. What was I thinking about all my life? 
[chuckling] … I … left school at 14 … I didn’t go very far with my education I was taken 
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away from school at 14 because that was the legal leaving age and my Dad wanted me to keep 
house for him ... . 
 
Because another country, my husband and me not finish even primary school because I have 
war – Second World War, that years back … I was six years old …  And after war … in 
school, but just play – nothing, no teachers, no nothing ... After finish [her PhD, my daughter] 
give me the book [i.e. a copy of her dissertation] … but I can’t read [with breaking voice] that 
make me worry … I can’t read the book [sighing] ...  I open one day [moving to and taking it 
from the bookshelf] and I said … to my husband, ‘Why not me can’t … read this book my 
daughter’s? Oh, well.’ [sitting down and opening the front cover] ... I saw this book, I opened 
[turning the pages and running her finger over the lines] …  and I said, ‘I can’t read all of 
them’ ... I saw my daughter on the stage [at her graduation] and people talking for  how much 
she understanding all these things, and I some understand the people talking, but some no.  
 
and most provided insight into the nature of their occupations, for example:  
 
[W]hen [my daughter] suddenly went into [her professional course] I was amazed. [My 
daughter’s interest in a professional career has] definitely not come from me or anyone on my 
side of the family – no. 
  
I was only a working man … not on a great high salary or anything.  ... I had a job and that 
was all I wanted as long as I had enough money to come in. 
 
[W]e’re not academic people ... We wouldn’t have been able to cope ...  We weren’t 
professional-types … My husband was a tradesman. And I haven’t worked since I was 
married so, you know, just family - family choice … .   
 
I’ve never been tied up with teaching profession ... [I did an apprenticeship and had a trade]. 
 
My husband’s family from farms and my family – same thing ... [After coming to Australia] I 
go work in a factory … I start at seven in the morning and I finish six in the afternoon ... I 
work [in different factories at different times].  
 
When asked, all indicated that they had little knowledge of what doing a doctorate 
entailed, for example: 
 
Has it taken three years? – I don’t know. I think a doctorate takes about three years, doesn’t it?  
 
[I] don’t really know about the PhD. Never interested me … I don’t understand a lot of what 
the study is ... I don’t know whether he can go any higher or what he does. 
 
You write a book, don’t you? I know that much about it, and that’s about all [chuckling] ... 
What’s the next thing you do? This is the finish, is it? You can’t go any further? 
 
Oh, we’d heard of a PhD but had no idea of the enormity of the work ... I suppose it would 
have to [have created pressures for my son], but as for what, I wouldn’t have a clue … I must 
say it’s been a bit of a family joke. [We] call them the two docs ... We’ll get used to it. It’s 
strange because we don’t use it ... I think it sort of took us [by surprise]. Well, the only doctors 
we have known of are the medical profession; ... now he’s one, and as I say, to us, until we get 
used to the idea, it’s just been a bit of a joke. Although no one, you know, thinks it is a joke, 
but fun. 
 
[When my daughter started] no understand much of the PhD … because I’m from another 
country and different names. Different all these things ... I can’t explain a lot of things she’s 
having. 
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In making these disclosures, the parents typically highlighted the disparity between 
their experiences and those of the candidates. However, unlike the findings of 
previous US studies involving undergraduates (for example, Billson & Terry 1982; 
Piorkowski 1983; Suitor 1987b) which, using data provided by students, found that 
cross-generational conflict was likely to occur in families in which students’ parents 
had minimal formal education, several factors seem to have shielded the parents who 
participated in this investigation from experiencing the discrepancies noted above as 
role strain. While the notion of rewards is a significant factor in this regard, the nature 
of the rewards parents experienced that countered role strain when incompatibility is 
evident are more appropriately discussed when Proposition 11 is addressed below. 
The discussion now will highlight three other factors that emerged as important 
during the interviews. These included the parents indicating that they were open-
minded about the idea of working women and men, in their middle years, and with 
families, participating in studies at the doctoral level. When asked specifically, ‘What 
do you think about the idea that uni study is for young people without family 
commitments and work responsibilities?’ the parents in the current investigation 
responded: 
  
[If people are older and have families] … long as their brain is active enough and they can 
handle it, well why not? 
 
[T]here are so many mature students these days doing it to achieve better qualification, better 
pay, perhaps more personal satisfaction, you know, it’s quite a fashion ... [I]f that’s what she 
likes and you are keeping up with your other commitments - that’s the big thing towards your 
children, your partner and everything. 
 
Oh, … I never thought about that. I only just thought about, you know, our own. No, no, no. 
Not an issue at all, no. [This is what he is choosing to do, and it is quite acceptable] - yes, yes, 
that’s right.  
 
On this point, the findings were divergent from two previous studies. Suitor (1987b) 
found less educated mothers disapproved of their daughters’ returning to study and 
found it difficult to accept their daughters’ non-traditional gender-role attitudes and 
behaviours; while Edwards (1993) reported similarly that some of her participants’ 
parents queried why the women were not content to stay at home and look after the 
family and/or why they wanted to improve their paid-work options. However, in 
comparison, as with this current investigation, Kelly (1987) found most parents and 
parents-in-law were accepting of enrolment simply because they believed it was what 
their daughters wanted to do.   Against the background of general acceptance by the 
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parents in this study of people in their middle years and with family and career 
responsibilities embarking on a demanding study program, in response to the 
interview question, ‘Are you surprised s/he’s doing it at this time in her / his life when 
s/he has a family?’, all indicated that their offsprings’ doctoral student status, seemed 
like a natural progression given the candidates’ history of, interest in, and application 
to, study, for example:  
 
[H]e got that interested in schooling and he just went on and on and on. ... [I’m] … not really 
[surprised he’s doing it at this time in his life] because … he used to tell us that he was going 
on – to get as far as he could. … [H]e’s never put a step wrong ... I think it’s because he likes 
the learning. I think he has got really impressed with it. He’s really wrapt up in learning, 
studying … as I say, we were just used to it. My wife and I were just used to him being like 
that, and he just wanted to study and that was all there was a about it. 
 
[H]e’s always loved school, and he’s done well. Always done well ... [H]e’s enjoyed what 
he’s done. [So it hasn’t really surprised me that he’s gone on and done the top qualification] - 
no, no, not at all ... Not at all. No not at all. [He] was always one to do the unexpected. 
 
[H]e’s aimed to get the best out of his study that he can and the best out of his education … . 
That was always [what he was like]. I’d say, in his mind that he wanted to do it ... He just 
needed to study … [H]e was at the stage where he was going to do it and that set his mind and 
that was it. He was going to tackle it. 
 
[I’m not surprised that she is studying in her 40s] because she like to be things more top, 
always. [Since she was little] – oh yes always, yes ... [S]he was from young one – clever one 
... [F]rom young one, she’s look to go up ... [S]he’s finished at her school, I said to her, ‘You 
have to go to work now, and I stopped work’. And she said to me, ‘No mum, I don’t want stop 
school; I go always’ and I said to my husband, ‘Did you hear what daughter said to me?’ 
‘Yeah, because she’s likes it’ – my husband. 
  
 
This was despite spontaneous comments made by some parents regarding the 
candidates’ lack-lustre, early education performances: 
 
When he was doing primary school he couldn’t even spell cat ... [T]he strange part about it is 
when he finished primary school, he wasn’t worth two bob at all - he wasn’t. 
 
[He has] not been top of the grade or anything like that. 
 
When he was a boy, you’d say he wasn’t up there in the 100 degree [hestitating] the 100 mark, 
but he got there through sheer hard work. 
 
The third, and perhaps most important factor in this regard is the parents’ perception 
that the candidates did not change on becoming doctoral students, nor did they believe 
the candidates either had, or would change after graduating. Concomitant with this 
was the parents’ confidence that the parent-candidate relationship would not suffer, 
for example: 
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Ah [when my daughter graduates] it won’t make any difference to [her]. … I will be proud of 
course, but it won’t make any difference to her, I’m sure.  ... I don’t really think she has 
changed [in any way since she returned to study] … . She won’t be any different in any way 
once she’s got it; she’ll still be my [daughter’s name]. … I don’t think it’s going to make any 
difference to [daughter’s name] – not knowing [daughter’s name] as I know her. 
 
It hasn’t affected him in anyway  ... [He has always been the same whether he was studying or 
not] ... [When he graduates he’ll be called “Doctor”] …, [but] that won’t make any difference 
to me. I’ll still call him [by his first name] ... .  
 
He has always rolled along and done his own thing and has always known what he wanted and 
he’s gone for it and now he’s achieved it ... He’s always been the one that’s been the softie of 
the family I suppose.  Strong family ties – my son – very strong. I feel a strong connection 
with him ... He’s always been the same ... no great change at all [because of the doctorate]. 
 
[My son did not change in anyway because he was studying] - not our [son], no, no, no ... [He] 
hasn’t altered that much when he studies.  
 
She’s more high, now [but] … [my daughter] always same ... I know some people be higher 
be [gesturing that they act as though they think they are superior] … ‘I’m not talking to you’ 
... not [my daughter and her husband] ... . I don’t know if I can talk in English, but in [my first 
language] say, ‘Oh, look at him. Look at them. Because he go a little bit higher …’, you know, 
no talking to them, no talking. No [my daughter and her husband]. Always same …no, no, no 
say, ‘Oh look at me’. [This is important to me] – yes, yes … very important because, you 
know, feel the heart. Well, she understand more, more high, high from another people, but she 
feel the heart now same from another people who understand nothing. [She has respect for 
other people] - that’s right ... That’s life understanding - the greater and the doctor. [She hasn’t 
changed in any way] No changed. No changed.  
 
This finding contrasts with a finding of  Suitor’s (1987b) study which concluded that 
less-educated mothers worried that as their daughters’ experienced higher levels of 
education it had the effect of ‘creating a schism between them’ (p. 439) because ‘their 
daughters were growing away from them intellectually’ (p. 440). 
 
In summary, while the parents were aware of the gap between their education and 
work experiences and those of the candidates, they nevertheless endorsed the general 
principle that it was acceptable for women and men in their middle years with 
significant family and career responsibilities to be studying. This was despite the 
parents, who were aged in either their seventies or eighties, having had life 
experiences suggesting that they may not have been tolerant of the notion. In addition, 
the parents’ own lack of formal education was not a barrier to the parents accepting 
their offspring studying at an elite level. Indeed, the strong emotional bond parents 
felt towards their offspring meant they endorsed the candidates’ study activities and 
were pleased for them having opportunities beyond those of the parents themselves. 
Third, the parents, often unprompted, were adamant that their offsprings’ high level of 
academic qualification would not create a rift in their relationship because the parents 
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were committed to the notion that the candidates would not distance themselves from 
others as a result of candidates’ academic achievements. Together, these three 
orientations articulated by the parents contributed to the disparities described not 
being a source of strain. 
 
The disquiet all parents felt about the pressures candidates and their families may be 
feeling because of the candidates’ student status was the final area identified from the 
interviews as potentially being a catalyst for significant strain because of role 
incompatibility. The discussion of Proposition 2 above highlighted that parents felt an 
important aspect of their parent role enactment was to ensure their adult offspring felt 
that their study endeavours were endorsed and supported by them. There is clearly the 
potential for the parents experiencing internal conflict, and perceiving their roles as 
incompatible, if the candidates’ activities are simultaneously causing the parents some 
unease. Four of the six parents who expressed their disquiet did so in the following 
ways: 
 
[W]ith having … grown children there is always so much to do … I think that she does too 
much and I wonder, ‘When will it all stop?’ When will she be able to sit back and say, ‘Okay, 
I’ve done enough’, but she never does … I don’t know how they cope with it all. They do so 
much between all the children ...  I do I admire it, but I worry sometimes that it’s all too much, 
but they say that it’s not. I say to them …, ‘When are you going to sit back and have a break?’ 
and [my daughter] always says, ‘Well, I will do one day’. But I don’t suppose for a minute she 
will. 
 
[H]e was saying how difficult it was at first … . He’s been doing it for years now ... . 
I tell you what, he can’t have that much more to do now - to finish his PhD. … [S]ee, he’s 
been a student for so long and just doesn’t seem to go anywhere. It seems it’s gone on and on 
and on and on ... That PhD, apparently it’s a bit traumatic to get through it. It’s pretty hard 
work ... It’s pretty hard work isn’t it, to get through it? … It must be pretty hard. 
 
[There are] a lot of things going on at the same time … which to us … it’s unheard of in our 
life … I know they are very busy people from the time they get up in the morning … until … 
they lie down at night …[I’d say the hard parts for my son studying at this time in his life, in 
his late 40s is] with family - coping with everybody …  I would say it would have to be [hard 
for him to balance working, studying and family]. We wouldn’t have been able to cope … . 
 
[S]ometime asking … her [about her PhD] because so many years. Six years it take to do this 
...  I say, ‘How can you go … six years … studying, studying and studying?’ …I thought a 
long time … A lot of things - she’s been working a lot of things ... I thought it was little bit 
hard because she have family and she’s big girl, growed girl now … It is hard [when you have 
a family] … Must be little bit hard … I said to myself, ‘Why she’s have to do all of these 
things? … ‘Why she’s look ?’, you know, [indicating up]. 
 
 
Two themes emerged as important for the parents in resolving potential conflicts in 
this regard. First, as discussed above when Propositions 7, 8 and 9 were considered, 
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the parents were confident, even though the candidates were “time poor” that they, the 
candidates were not neglecting their family responsibilities. All parents, either 
implicitly or explicitly, indicated that this was their personal priority and that they 
were satisfied that this perspective was shared by the candidates. Second, the parents 
were confident that the candidates, despite the challenges in balancing the demands on 
them, enjoyed their student status and they, the parents, were confident of the 
candidates passing, for example:  
 
I’m sure she will [pass] ... [She has] always said, ‘Oh I’ll never pass’ and I’ve always said the 
way [she studies] and the way [she gets] stuck into it … I would be absolutely amazed if she 
didn’t. I’ve no doubts whatsoever. 
 
[H]e’s resigned to it now. He’s got used to it ... . [H]e’s going alright with it. He’s doing well. 
... [A]s I say, he enjoys it, or he must do or he wouldn’t do it ... . I never hear him coming in 
and swearing his head off about [it] … . I never have had [any concerns about him passing] - 
no, I haven’t because he’s so studious. That’s why I don’t have much bother with worrying 
about it ... . [A]s I say, he’s popping along alright, so I never worry about him ... [I]t never 
seems to worry [him]. 
 
She seems to cope with it okay …[I never have concerns about her passing] – no. 
I’d say that she is so dedicated to it that there is no chance that she won’t pass … 
I feel quite confident about the whole situation because all the circumstances being right 
...[Regardless of how difficult it might be for her at times] the overall feeling is, ‘Yes, but it’s 
what I want to do, so I’ll just do it’. 
 
When I asked her about always studying, she said, ‘I’m very happy Mum to do this.’ 
…I look to her [and I see] she’s happy and I’m no worried. I saw … she’s can do it. Yes, … I 
have confident. … I thought [it must be difficult]  …, but after I said, ‘No, she’s can do it. If 
she’s want she can do it ... [I]t is hard … but she has the energy’. [She] has the energy to do all 
of these things because she’s likes ... Always good [my daughter] from young one always 
good. Always ... I thought … if she want to do something, do it. She do it.  
 
In 1974, Sieber suggested that the rewards from role enactment interact with role 
incompatibility in that as rewards increase from role enactment, they weaken the 
influence that role incompatibility has on role strain. He argued that as positive 
outcomes increase, one tends to feel less strain from incompatible roles. This notion 
was expressed by Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) as Proposition 11, which is ‘The greater 
the rewards from role enactment, the weaker the relationship between role 
incompatibility and role strain’.  
 
Two notions that emerged from the parents’ interviews attest to the interplay among 
role incompatibility, role enactment, rewards and role strain and thus indicate the 
applicability of this Proposition to the candidates’ parents’ experiences. First, a 
consequence of the disparities in education experiences and understandings related to 
doctoral studies between parents and candidates (see discussion of Proposition 10 
 163 
above) was that parents typically felt quite ‘lost’ during conversations focussing on 
either the candidates’ topics or progress and yet enjoyed, and indeed, initiated 
conversations about it, for example:      
 
Sometimes it’s so far beyond what I’ve experienced and understood that [if my daughter-in-
law talked to me about her studies] I might blank out, [but it’s] not boring.  
 
Often [I ask him about his studies] and he tells me and I still don’t know when he’s told me 
[chuckling] ... [I ask him about it even though I don’t understand] because we are interested. 
 
[T]hrough the course of his study he’d explain things to you but that didn’t always register 
with me, because it was a bit out of my field …, but … you go along with what he’s telling 
you … He’ll explain things to you but … sometimes it doesn’t mean a lot because you don’t 
know the subject and it’s strange to you because you’ve never had to deal with a lot of study 
… He’ll explain things to you ... you say, ‘Yes’ but … sometimes it doesn’t mean a lot … He 
tells you what he’s doing and that’s it ... I take an interest in what he’s doing and take it for 
gospel  ... He’s the one that should know.  
  
Oh, she tell a lot of things, but I can’t explain to you what she said ... I no understand much of 
the PhD … because I’m from another country and … different names. Different all these 
things ... I can’t explain a lot of things she’s having ... Because another country.  
 
When these remarks are considered along with comments that the parents made about 
the many rewards they experienced from enacting their role as candidates’ parents 
(see discussions of Propositions 7, 8, 9 and 10 above), it appears that the parents 
perceived the gap between their understandings of study at the doctoral level and the 
candidates’ involvement in doctoral studies as no more than an interesting 
phenomenon. Rather than being threatening, the disparity, in their view, provided 
strong testament to their offsprings’ admirable academic talents. Associated with this, 
vicariously, through the candidates’ endeavours and achievements, the parents 
enjoyed being associated with the status of study at this elite level within academia.   
 
The appeal and importance of the vicarious rewards for the parents was evident when 
some parents were keen to highlight their possible influence in guiding or supporting 
the candidates towards academic achievement. Several of the parents spoke about 
having encouraged the candidates, at various stages of their education, to take their 
education opportunities seriously in response to either under-achievement or 
meritorious performance:   
 
When he was out of primary school and he got as high as he could go there, he just didn’t 
seem to be interested in schooling … I used to go crook at him … and say, ‘You’re not going 
to get anywhere if you don’t study’. Anyway all of a sudden he woke up and you couldn’t stop 
him … He went ahead like a house on fire. 
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We knew he was happy doing what he was doing and just let him go ... [I’d say], ‘Well if 
you’ve got a job to do … there is only one way to get it done, that’s to get in and do it’. 
 
To see your son doing something that he likes and is happy about  … it’s great … [You hope 
you’ve helped get] him to this level. You hope that you’ve got him on the tram ... We’ve taken 
a big interest in [him] because he was always I suppose out of [all our children], he was the 
academic … [H]e wanted to get knowledge and get a head ...When he was a boy growing up 
we were always interested in what he did ...Even when he was a young fellow at school in his 
early days, we’ve always tried to be there with him and help him … I think it must be very 
hard if you haven’t got any help from home ... I said to [him], ‘If you’re going to do that, it’s 
up to you to do the work – to do the hard work ...You’ve got to put in. You’ve got to battle it’ 
... I’d just say … ‘If you want to get ahead and a bit more tops in your profession, you’ve got 
to put [in the effort]; it’s up to you to do it ... We’ve put a lot of miles into [our son] and he’s 
rewarded us with it. 
  
[I’d say to my daughter], ‘If understand the higher [indicating high and wide], it’s much 
better. Much better.  
 
In summary, of interest to this Proposition is that none of the parents interviewed, 
despite their own limited formal education, expressed anti-intellectual sentiments. On 
the contrary, when interviewed they emphasised the rewards they personally 
experienced from being a “parent of a doctoral candidate”. It appears, when all is 
considered, that the value parents ascribed to the rewards they identified and their 
attitude orientations on a number of matters (see discussion of Proposition 10 above) 
outweighed any stress or role strain that may have arisen from role incompatibilities.  
 
Proposition 12 introduces the idea of compartmentalising roles, and predicts its effect 
on role strain when roles are incompatible; it is ‘The greater the compartmentalisation 
of roles, the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’.  
The discussion of Proposition 9, above focussed on the effect of candidacy on 
parents’ enactment of their various sub-identities within the family; now, as indicated 
above, the discussion will focus on how parents managed their sub-identity as parent 
of a doctoral candidate during social interactions with friends. Comments made by 
most of the parents indicated a degree of incompatibility with role enactment in these 
two spheres in that, while parents commented that it was important that candidates felt 
that their families endorsed their doctoral student status (see discussion of Proposition 
2 above) and that they, as parents, were proud of the candidates’ commitment to, and 
achievements in, their studies (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 above), they 
nevertheless avoided discussing the candidates’ student status and achievements with 
friends, for example:  
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 [A] lot of people … would wonder why [my daughter-in-law] was doing it, and how she 
could be bothered, and what it would achieve … I don’t talk to people about it because if they 
haven’t got the same thing, they are inclined to downgrade and that sort of thing, so I just keep 
quiet ... . 
 
 I don’t ever mention the fact that my son’s got higher qualifications or anything ... No, I just 
… don’t highlight the fact ... [I feel that people would make negative comments about it] 
either to themselves or the each other …, so I don’t give them the chance.  [They would say 
things like], ‘Oh, that’s alright for some [chuckling], but it wouldn’t interest me’ and ‘My boy  
and my girl never thought about anything like that. She’s quite happy with what she’s doing. 
Quite happy with what she’s done’.   
 
No, no, no we don’t ever talk about my son [being a student to our friends]. ... [W]e do not 
brag [chuckling] about him . No, no, no, no, no. I just think it’s a pain if anybody wants to … 
rave on about what their kids can do … because not everybody can attain to those sort of 
things. No, no. [And my friends wouldn’t appreciate it] – no, no, no. I mean, if they are 
interested they’ll ask, but otherwise no ... .  
 
[No, no … we didn’t brag about him ... no, it’s not on. And, my son wouldn’t have wanted 
that either ... you know what it’s like in the teaching game, ‘Oh, teachers!’  … ‘overpaid’ … [I 
was protecting myself] and protected him … We have told our friends that [our son has 
graduated and he is now called “doctor” [chuckling]] ... They are very, very pleased for him 
… up to a point  because … they’ve got people in their family who might be smarter, so it 
doesn’t mean a lot  … . They just say, ‘Well …, good on them; they’ve made it, they’ve got 
there’, but that’s it … you don’t keep going … . They don’t need to be told anymore. 
 
As is evident in these quotations, these parents’ disinclination to discuss their 
offsprings’ student status and achievements with friends was motivated by their 
believing friends may not be interested; may be resentful; and/or, may make 
disparaging remarks. As to the effect of this on the extent of role strain experienced 
by parents, it was limited; this was because the parents minimised the degree of role 
strain they potentially could have experienced by simply avoiding the topic (for 
example, ‘I don’t give them the chance’ and ‘We get the pleasure, but to tell 
somebody else, doesn’t mean anything ... it wasn’t going to come up in the first 
place’). The adoption of this strategy is in keeping with Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) 
Proposition 12.  
 
Of interest here was one parent’s contrasting experience, which may be explained by 
cultural differences. This parent spoke freely about her daughter’s student status and 
achievements with others and described friends’ reactions as very positive. Positive 
responses from others were an additional source of reward in the form of ego 
gratification (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 above) for this interviewee: 
 
People said, ‘Oh, your daughter go’ [gesturing high], because migrant peoples …they high 
and high …[I’m] always talking to my friends [about my daughter studying] ... [I liked to talk 
to them about it] ... Sometimes people [say], ‘Oh, look [your] daughter is high’. Some people 
[say], ‘Oh, yeah it’s good, good … [P]eople say, ‘How can your daughter goes so far in the 
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world?’ She’s got brains and intelligence? [with an intonation indicating a rhetorical question] 
- I don’t know how can she go all to do this things, but she can. She can [excitedly]. 
 
Chapter 5 has been devoted to presenting a detailed analysis of the perspectives of the 
candidates’ parents on what it has meant for themselves, and others in their families, 
to have an adult offspring, who has existing, significant career and family-related 
responsibilities, undertake study for a doctoral degree. In Chapter 6, the focus will 
shift to a detailed analysis and discussion of the candidates’ children’s perspectives.   
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Chapter 6   Findings: The children’s perspectives 
 
Introduction 
Chapter 5 presented the study’s findings regarding the experiences of the candidates’ 
parents and parents-in-law from their perspectives. Using the same format of a 
tabulated outline followed by a theoretical narrative, Chapter 6 will now focus on the 
experiences of the candidates’ children as described by them. The 13 children who 
participated in the study were aged between 10 and 24 years at the time of interview. 
Seven of them lived in households comprising children and two adults who were their 
biological parents; three in households with one of their biological parents, owing to 
relationship breakdowns prior to the candidates’ enrolment; and, three in households 
comprising children, one biological parent and one step-parent.  
 
Outline of children’s perspectives 
Table 6.1 Outline of findings for participant category of children 
Theoretical Construct I    Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations  
Theme 1 Consensus of role expectations        
 
Proposition 1:  The more individuals perceive consensus in the 
expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
1. We’ve a very close family.  
2. I do chores for myself and chores for the family. 
3. Mum makes me do the chores, and Dad. 
4. [Mum and Dad] say, ‘Doing chores teaches you life skills’ and I 
certainly believe that, as well. 
5. Maybe Mum talked to me about her plans to do a PhD; it 
doesn’t matter either way. 
  
 
Theme 2 Clarity of role expectations      
 
Proposition 2:  The greater the perceived clarity of role 
expectations, the less the role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
6. She told us about her plans to study, what it would entail and 
everything like that, but it hasn’t been like I was expecting. I was 
probably a bit ignorant. 
7. I found some things very difficult to grip in the first couple of 
years, but I’ve sort of learned to understand. 
8. I respect that he needs a non-distractive environment when he is 
studying because he offers that sort of environment to me when 
I’m doing my projects. 
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Theme 3 Degree of diversification of roles        
 
Proposition 3:  The greater the diversification of a person’s roles, 
the less consensus the person will perceive in the expectations 
about those roles. 
 
Repeating ideas 
9. We are always out and about; we’re very busy people.   
10. I used to do swimming lessons, but we didn’t really want to 
get up at four in the morning. 
 
 
Theoretical Construct II   Activity and rewards 
Theme 4 Prescribed activity       
  
Proposition 4:  The more activity that individuals believe is 
prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and this is a 
curvilinear relationship. 
 
Repeating ideas 
11. I want him to like not keep looking his writing. I want him 
looking at me when I’m talking to him. 
12. I understand where she’s at. Her requests for consideration 
because of her PhD are probably on reasonable grounds.   
 
 
Theme 5 Delegation of prescribed activity        
 
Proposition 5:  The more individuals delegate prescribed 
activities, the fewer prescribed activities they have. 
 
Repeating ideas 
13. Dad’s  (candidate) involved heaps in my activities. 
14. Mum’s  (candidate) involvement in my activities has 
probably taken a bit of a backward step while she’s been 
studying. 
15. It’s mostly Mum (non-candidate) who helps me with my 
homework; Dad’s (candidate) mostly busy most of the time. 
16. It certainly doesn’t disappoint me that Mum (candidate) has 
to hold back on some of her involvement in my activities 
because of her studies. I completely understand. 
17. I’m happy with my Dad’s (candidate) level of involvement 
with my activities; I don’t want more or less. We do a lot. I can 
rely on him to be there and cheer me on and help out. 
 
 
Theme 6 Role accumulation – prescribed activity        
 
Proposition 6:  The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
number of prescribed activities. 
 
Repeating ideas 
18. I ask him what he’s doing and that, including how his study 
is going, just to keep up to date. We talk about his studies 
sometimes - not often and I’m happy with that.  
19. I think, generally, if she reads it out to me, she’ll pick up if it 
needs to be revised.  
20. I enjoy being involved if it’s not all the time. 
21. I feel really good if I can help Mum with something related 
to her studies.  
22. I think my doing the chores helps Mum a little bit with her 
studies; it frees up her time, she can forget about the state of the 
house and it gives a slightly nicer study environment. 
23. Nobody supervises me when I’m doing chores. 
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24. We didn’t think, ‘Well they’re doing their PhDs, we should 
help out’. We just thought, ‘Oh yeah, we’ll do that because they 
asked’. 
25. I feel happy if, when I help with chores, he’s getting one 
step closer to getting it finished.  
26. If it’s a difficult time, I’ll sort of have a chat about it. If 
things are going well, I say, ‘Hi’ and give a hug and ask, 
‘Would you like a drink or something?’ 
27. He has a “please keep quiet” sign thing on the entrance to 
his study.  
28. The different effects Mum doing a PhD had on our lives 
really didn’t bother me.   
 
Theme 7 Role accumulation – rewards        
 
Proposition 7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
reward one perceives from role enactment. 
  
Repeating ideas 
29.  If I was thinking of doing a doctorate and didn’t know 
where to start, she might be able to point me in the right 
direction. 
30. They treated us kind of like adults, still like children, but 
kind of like adults. I have to think more and that’s good. 
31. When Mum finished and it was bound, I didn’t look at all of 
it. I just looked and the ‘thank yous’. My name was in it! 
 
 
Theme 8 Reward, activity and role strain        
 
Proposition 8: The greater the reward individuals perceive from 
their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship 
between the amount of activity and role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
32. I think his having a PhD will keep Dad in the game a bit 
longer.  
33. I know she is sourcing a lot of enjoyment from it and that’s 
good. 
34. She seems to be quite happy about doing it; if that’s the case 
then I’m pleased for her. 
35. Going to the end of it, I think Mum and Dad just wanted to 
finish it, and just not to do it any more. 
36. I’m quite proud. I certainly don’t think it’s pointless, but 
there is a little bit of a feeling of, ‘Why would she bother?’ – it’s 
such an immense task. 
37. I don’t go out of my way to tell my friends my Mum’s doing 
a PhD. 
38. When they got their pass results it was an amazing time. We 
had celebrations. We were so happy. We went out for dinner. 
They rang everyone. 
39. Having the title “doctor” I reckon is really cool. It’s a 
reward and a display of all the hard work that’s been done. 
40. I can’t see him as a “doctor”. It doesn’t bother me, but it’s 
strange. When you think of a doctor, you think of someone who 
works in a hospital – in a white coat and with a stethoscope. 
41. Her title will make her seem like she’s got a high status, but 
I don’t think it will really change who she is. She’ll still be our 
Mum.  
42. I don’t know what have been the good things for me about 
having a parent who’s studying for a PhD; that’s a hard 
question.  
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Theoretical Construct III   Role incompatibility 
Theme 9 Role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 9:  The more individuals think their roles are 
incompatible, the greater their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
43. She looks and behaves differently when she is working on it, 
and at times the PhD will take priority over being nice to one of 
us; that annoys me. 
44. I knew when Mum and Dad were working on their PhDs 
because they just had a face about them. They were 
concentrating; I didn’t mind. 
45. It really bites me sometimes because there is stuff – books, 
papers – everywhere. It puts a lot of pressure on - absolutely. 
46. There is paper and books and things around, but they don’t 
bother me; they’re just books.   
47. He’d only stress if he fell really far behind; with Dad that 
would never happen. 
48. Sometimes she can look really tired, but I’m not greatly 
affected by it.  She is strong and she can handle it. 
49. I don’t think Mum doing her PhD affects my grandmother. 
Mum seems to find the time to be with her, take her out, have 
her around and is pretty much willing to help her out with any 
reasonable request. 
50. I’m not sure how my brother feels about it. He probably 
doesn’t notice it much. He’s not neglected. 
51. I’ve got no idea what it’s like for Mum to be married to 
someone who is doing a PhD. I suppose it’s a bit hard that he is 
working on it all the time. 
52. I think more than anything it’s probably meant more work 
for my Dad (non-candidate). 
53. Because he’s (non-candidate) in the same profession, I think 
my Dad would feel a kind of duty to offer support. 
54. It’s difficult for Dad (non-candidate). He certainly supports 
her, but because his line of work is so different he can’t really 
relate to it. 
55. There are no serious strains between Mum and Dad because 
she is studying. They have a pretty good relationship.    
56. Doing their PhDs together helped them to grow as people. 
Because they did it together, it enhanced their relationship. 
 
 
Theme 10 Role accumulation and incompatibility        
 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set. 
 
Repeating ideas 
57. She has been studying since I can remember, so it was 
normal. 
 
 
Theme 11 Rewards and role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 11:  The greater the rewards from role enactment, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
58. The family is definitely Dad’s priority. 
59. I wouldn’t want it any other way. 
60. She spends most time on her university work, but her study 
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takes up a lot of her time. She thinks about it all the time – even 
in the middle of the night. She’s good at doing Mum-things, so 
her doing a PhD hasn’t made much difference to me.  
 
Theme 12 Compartmentalisation and incompatibility        
 
Proposition 12: The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
61. I don’t take a lot of interest in the activities that Mum is 
pursuing, to be completely honest. At six I was worrying about 
getting my duplo to stand up. Now I’ve got my own life to live.  
 
 
 
* The total number of children interviewed (N) = 13. 
 
Theoretical narrative 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations 
Unprompted descriptions of overall family relations provided by several of the 
children in this study, captured a sentiment implicit also in general comments made 
by the others. These descriptions indicated that the children perceived interactions 
among their family members to be, on the whole, affable and there to be a tolerance of 
inevitable minor disagreements. These notions are pertinent to Proposition 1 which 
states ‘The more individuals perceive consensus in the expectations about a role they 
occupy, the less their role strain’. Describing their families in general, three of the 
children noted:  
 
[W]e’re a very close family and I don’t know why that is. We just always talk about whatever 
we do. … [W]e are very open and when I compare my family to everyone else’s I think, ‘You 
don’t say these things to your parents! How can you not?’ ... We have always been close … 
and it’s always been good that we’ve always been close and nothing has really changed that, 
and I don’t think ever will … [W]e are kind of a big close family – all together. 
 
I suppose we are all close … [At] dinner time … we would all be there. [We would all sit 
down for a meal and talk] just about what everyone was doing, so I’d say, ‘Oh, today at school 
[this is what happened]’ and [everyone in the family would do the same] … We just start 
talking about whatever comes up next. 
 
[O]ur family is of the nature that we … generally don’t let [things] brew … [W]e don’t hold 
grudges for … any more than a minute, usually. [We] sort of consider [ourselves] close-knit, 
so if there is anything sort of said [because someone is annoyed with someone else] or 
anything’s done … generally it’s not a major issue.  
 
Owing to individual family members usually having varying authority to assert power 
because of differences in ages, experiences, abilities, personalities and so on, implicit 
in there being regular, convivial interactions among adults and children sharing a 
household, is that there is agreement on the expectations about the role that each 
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person occupies. While consensus was implicitly apparent to the children at a general 
level, in the ways just described, it was also apparent in specific instances. The issue 
of chores provides such an example, and has been selected for consideration here 
because it is relevant to both Propositions 1 and 6, and discussion of it reveals how the 
matter of consensus within the context of family dynamics may be somewhat 
complex. When asked to consider the various roles they have in life and to name their 
regular activities, all of the children reported that, as members of the family 
household, they did chores on a regular or semi-regular basis, for example: 
 
Chores  - for myself … cleaning the car would certainly be one; … for the family - just 
general housework all the time ... I generally feed the dogs ... [I do the] dishes … [I drive the 
other children in the family around] … [S]ometimes I will have to take the washing out or 
bring the washing in … [W]e try and share [different chores] around; if I feed the dogs … or 
whatever one night then if I’m not doing that then I’m generally cleaning up the table and 
putting things away in the dishwasher and everything like. 
 
[I do the] … vacuuming ... and I do the dishes. … I don’t really make my bed. I guess I can 
say that I do make it sometimes. I look after my room. I have to do that or else then it gets 
really dirty. … I feed the cat and Mum and Dad don’t feed the cat, so if we [that is, the 
children] didn’t feed the cat then he’d go hungry … I put clothes away [after they have been 
washed]… take the clothes off the line ... I guess they’re just every day chores that I do ... 
[W]e have a dishwasher so we have to empty that … I guess it’s just basics; we can’t really 
cook things, but I’ll see Mum cooking pasta or we’ll help with the dishes. We can do dishes 
and normal household chores. 
 
[I don’t do] … too many things. Normally, I’ll wash and dry dishes that I use … [that] I’m not 
allowed to put … in the dishwasher. I tidy my room. I try to do that every week. Every now 
and again … I’ll take [the dog] out or put him away … And I’ll attend to all the [other pets] 
give them their food, change their water and get rid of all the poo … I don’t really have any 
set chores, but I do things to help out, like if Dad’s mowing the lawns, I’ll sweep up all the 
grass. … . If there are dirty dishes, I’ll help dry them. If the dishwasher is clean, I’ll unload it. 
 
We’ve always had chores for as long as I can remember. Cleaning our room was always a 
main one. That was a given. It’s done regularly … For the family – [I] empty the dishwasher 
... [My sister] and I have one turn each, so I do it and then she does, then I do it. [I] feed the 
cat ...  And vacuum cleaning - that’s always a big one. I do half the house and [my sister] does 
half, and we keep swapping that over, which half of the house we do. See, one half of the 
house is actually smaller ... [W]e make a salad for a lot of the time, so we just make half the 
meal. 
 
While the parents usually initiated the children having a role in domestic tasks, for 
example: 
 
As far as housework - it is generally Dad [who decides what I do] … Dad probably does a fair 
bit of the delegation of tasks, I’d say. 
 
Chores – Mum makes me do the chores - and Dad. She makes Dad do chores too. 
 
[With chores, I decide myself what I do] – [w]ell it’s also my Mum and my Dad. 
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and the children revealed that there are times when they are resistant to, ambivalent, 
forgetful or tardy about doing chores: 
 
Cleaning the car would certainly be [a chore] that I’ll try and do. Not that it gets done all that 
regularly. That’s a very hot and cold sort of thing ... [Doing a chore I don’t mind too much] 
can sometimes be a “get out of jail free card” too for me [in that I can avoid doing other 
things], so sometimes I don’t mind ... [W]hile I’m home, while [Mum’s] studying ...  I find it 
sometimes difficult being asked to do something, like take the washing out and bring it back 
in again, while she has to sort of sit there and do her study ... [I]t can be difficult with tasks 
that don’t need to be done straight away … because … I generally like to have a little bit of 
peace and quiet and just  … sit and relax for a little while.  
 
Sometimes if [the dishwasher] doesn’t get emptied in a day, Mum or Dad will do it … [T]hey 
might get angry, or they are just annoyed [chuckling] - so they do it ... . 
 
When [we] were younger, we’d sort of just let [our rooms] go and then Mum would say, 
‘Hang on - okay’ … And sometimes if we don’t do [the dishwasher] Mum, especially Mum, 
she’d say, ‘How about the dishwasher – who’s doing it now?’ and you like [say], ‘Oh, okay’ 
... [Feeding the cat is the chore] we don’t usually get yelled at [about] because we like our cat 
and we want him to be fed ... [If one of our regular chores] sort of hasn’t been done in awhile 
… Mum would say, ‘You are not going to be going anywhere until you do the vacuuming’, or 
Dad would say, ‘Do the vacuuming and then you can do stuff’. 
 
nevertheless, when questioned on their attitude to the general principle of children 
having some domestic responsibilities, all of those who gave their perspectives owned 
to believing it was appropriate for children to contribute to family life in this way, for 
example: 
 
[S]ome things you just have to do because [if you didn’t do them] then it gets too dirty ... [It is 
important that kids have chores] - because [if we didn’t] then we [wouldn’t] have any 
responsibility for what we do … [If] Mum and Dad just did everything for us …, if we moved 
out, we’d be lost ... . I think it’s important for us to do chores even though we don’t really like 
it.  
 
[It’s important for children to have chores] …; it gives them a bit of a sense of responsibility, 
like if you don’t feed [your pets] they’ll die. And, you do chores to earn your pocket money … 
if I didn’t do my chores, I wouldn’t have my pocket money and I wouldn’t have all the things 
I have today because not everything gets given to me. I need to work for it. And it sort of 
prepares them for later in life, giving them the sense of, ‘If you don’t do something, nothing 
will come’.   
 
[It’s important for children to have chores] because if they don’t … kids can … be really lazy 
and just watch TV all the time [which is] sometimes … bad for radiation … . [S]ometimes it’s 
good for them to … do chores to help out with the family. 
I don’t really mind [doing chores] because I just take it in my stride. When they say, ‘Go and 
do the vacuuming’ I say, ‘Okay, I’ll do it’, but it doesn’t really feel like a chore to me because 
- I don’t know why - because I feel happy doing it. 
 
[It’s important for children of various ages to contribute to the running of the house] … 
because I guess it’s fair if everyone does a bit of work each because if you leave all the work 
for one person then they don’t have time for relaxation or to get their study done.  
    
Hence, although the parents instigated the practice of children doing routine, light 
domestic tasks and that minor disputes and irritants arose from children’s non-
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compliance at times with the expectations that they do chores, underlying these 
superficial disagreements it is clear that there was consensus among family members 
that it was a role activity that was reasonable for children to assume. Further, in 
relation to their parents’ candidacy, several of the children indicated that they were 
pleased if their doing chores provided a form of assistance to their parents who were 
studying. This notion will be discussed more fully when Proposition 6 is considered. 
 
With regard to the notion of consensus, also of interest was (i) whether prior to 
enrolment parents considering candidacy discussed the possibility with their children; 
(ii) how the children felt about either their inclusion, or exclusion, from the decision-
making process; and, (iii) whether or not the children indeed agreed with the 
candidates’ decision to become a doctoral student. Their comments included: 
 
I think [Dad] did [talk to me about his plans to do a PhD before he started]. I remember him 
saying he was going to. He’s asked me a lot if I think it’s a good idea and I just say, ‘Yeah, if 
you want to do it.’ I’m not going to say, ‘No, err because I don’t want you to do it – don’t do 
it’ or nothing. [I actually don’t have preference]. It’s good that he’s doing, but it doesn’t really 
bother me; if he didn’t want to do it, it wouldn’t bother me. 
 
[My Mum] probably [did talk to me about her plans to do a PhD before she started]; I can’t 
remember very well. [If she did, I can’t remember anything that she told me at the time]. ... I 
felt quite comfortable [with the idea that Mum might go on and do a PhD after her Master's] if 
she wanted to do it. I think she knew what she was getting into and that was her decision. 
 
[S]he certainly only wanted to undertake it if she … felt that she wasn’t going to affect a lot of 
what was happening in the family ... . [S]he just wanted to know that and I think if … we had 
sort of opposed it then she probably would have just said, ‘That’s okay’ – [and not done it] –. 
[She] wouldn’t have been happy with that, but yeah [she wouldn’t have gone ahead].  
 
I don’t recall at all [if my Mum talked to me about her plans to do a PhD before she started. It 
doesn’t matter [to me if she did or didn’t seek my opinion on whether it was a good idea]. It 
doesn’t matter either way. 
 
No, [Mum and Dad didn’t discuss their plans to do a PhD with me] - I was too young, [so they 
didn’t and I wouldn’t have expected them to]. 
 
The children’s comments on this matter, while revealing that the candidates adopted a 
range of approaches, also indicated that the children responded in a variety of ways. 
These included acceptance, ambivalence, and uncertainty about (i) their having a part 
to play, or not, in the decision-making process, as well as, (ii) following their parents’ 
decision to enrol, themselves acquiring the sub-identity of ‘child of a doctoral 
candidate’. In this range of responses it appears that those children who were included 
in pre-enrolment discussions endorsed the candidate’s decision to enrol, albeit 
tentatively and without strong feelings either way on the issue, and in the main those 
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who were excluded accepted that the decision was one that was appropriately made 
without their input. Explicit and implicit in these responses and in the lack of overt 
expressions of dissatisfaction with having the sub-identity of child of doctoral 
candidate imposed upon them is, again, the notion that the children perceived there 
was consensus among family members that it was a role that was reasonable for them, 
the children, to assume. It is relevant to note here that this was underpinned by their 
perception that their families further shared an understanding that the adults in the 
family unit were keen to ensure that the introduction of the sub-identity of child of 
doctoral candidate would not compromise the quality of the children’s family life (see 
discussion of Proposition 10 below for further details). 
 
In summary, in relation to Proposition 1, allowing for minor, unavoidable differences 
of opinion and related ensuing discussions that typically arise between children and 
their parents as children enact behaviours that they perceive as relevant to themselves, 
it is evident that for the children interviewed for this study there was no significant 
role strain arising from their believing that there was a serious lack of consensus in the 
expectations about the roles they occupied that either had, or did not have, direct or 
indirect bearing on the candidates’ student status. 
 
The effect of clarity of role expectations is the focus of Proposition 2 which is ‘The 
greater the perceived clarity of role expectations, the less the role strain’. 
Consideration of the applicability of this Proposition to the experiences of the children 
participating in this study will focus first on the children having the specific sub-
identity of child of doctoral candidate and will then consider this sub-identity within 
the context of their wider roles of child within a family and a community.  
 
Comments made by the children and presented in the discussion of Proposition 1 
above indicated that in the main, parents prior to their enrolment did not have 
extended or detailed discussions with their children about how their, that is the 
parents’, anticipated doctoral student status might impact on the lives of the children. 
One parent, however, did attempt to prepare the family for the challenges it would 
bring and the accompanying changes in the expectations on family members. The 
candidate’s son recalled: 
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[She told us about her plans to study for a PhD] - there was a large discussion on whether or 
not, and what it was going to be about, what it would entail and everything like that. Yep, it 
was brought up so … everyone was pretty aware of what was going on. 
 
When asked if he thought the discussion had covered what it had been like, now that 
the candidate had been enrolled for almost three years, he replied: 
 
Not at all. Oh, it’s been similar, but I … was probably a little bit ignorant when she was 
discussing it. I sort of just thought, ‘Oh, you know, yeah, yeah’. You know, ‘That’s fine’. ‘So 
you are going to have to be working at home’. ‘You are not going to be disturbed’. ‘You are 
not going to [be available]’, and I just thought, you know, ‘Yeah, yeah that’s fine’ ... 
[P]robably it has been similar, but then there have been times when it’s just added a different 
emotional perspective to the house and it’s sort of been interesting. 
 
Implicit in this reply is that it is not possible for a parent, nor anyone else, to fully 
articulate, or for a child to fully comprehend or appreciate, the potential for the 
doctorate to impact in a variety of ways on a child’s life, prior to their living the 
experience of being a child of a doctoral candidate. Notwithstanding this observation, 
in his reply the interviewee does indicate, without elaboration, that he was able to 
glean some information from the conversation with his mother, which clarified how 
her enrolment would affect him; to reiterate, he noted, ‘…. Oh, it’s been similar … 
Probably, it has been similar’. 
  
For this interviewee, and for many other children in this study, meaningful 
clarification of expectations on them as candidates’ children, occurred only once the 
candidate had enrolled and the doctoral studies were in progress. That a small degree 
of strain was experienced in the process of some of the children reaching certain 
understandings was evident in references that were made to their having adjusted or 
adapted to their parents’ student status, for example: 
 
[Now] we’ve sort of got [an understanding about what it’s appropriate for me to say when she 
asks me to comment on her writing] ... In the past [me telling her how her writing could be 
fixed] has led to arguments …. Now we’ve just got an understanding that [instead of me 
giving her detailed feedback], I’ll sort of say, ‘You probably need to fix that up’ ...  I just sort 
of got used to [Mum being a PhD student] …[P]robably I found it difficult, maybe in the first 
… year or two of her study, ... that she was putting a lot of [her energies into her research] ... 
[S]he is very passionate about what she’s doing and I found that difficult to grip because [my 
view is], … ‘When you’re at work, you work; when you’re not, you know, you’re not’ …and I 
sort of admire [my approach] ... whereas Mum has a different frame of mind especially in 
regards to her study … It could be a 24-hour sort of thing ... She sets 9-5 to do her work here 
at home, but some of her involvement in her study may still extend far past those hours, and I 
found that very difficult to grip in the first couple of years because it frustrated me at times. … 
I just …wonder  …, ‘Why not let it go and not worry about it so much?’ It does worry her and 
I probably should have been more patient ... [I think she pushes herself too hard] …, but I’ve 
just sort of [adjusted, which has] … probably made things a little bit easier ... [Mum] can go 
through [a range of emotions while working on her PhD] in one hour, so I know that if … 
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she’s … stressed or worried or anxious, ten minutes later she might be pretty happy with her 
progress, so …  I’ve learnt … not to pass …  comment, and [that it’s best if] … I just sort of 
let it go through. 
 
[When I look back I think] maybe [at times] I was being a bit selfish wanting it [to be] all 
about me … Because they were studying … they’d be at home a lot and we just wouldn’t do 
many things out of home. Sometimes [that bothered me]. Sometimes, if I couldn’t go to my 
friend’s house, if they couldn’t take me, I’d go, “Oh, come on Mum, why can’t you take me?’ 
She’d just say, ‘No. I can’t take you; I’m doing this’. “How about Dad?” ‘Dad, can’t do it’. I’d 
feel like, ‘Ohhh’ and I’d just sulk for a bit and I wouldn’t really care afterwards ... I always 
wanted to go shopping, and Mum would say, ‘No, we can’t go shopping this weekend’, and 
I’d say “Why?” She’d say, ‘Because I’m working on my PhD’ and initially it was, ‘Oh, p-l-e-
a-s-e? …, but you kind of get over it.        
 
Several of the children made comments that indicated that as their parents’ studies 
progressed and the children’s understandings were clarified regarding their part in 
supporting the candidate, they were happy to accommodate the candidates’ needs, for 
example: 
 
[W]e’d know if they didn’t want to be disturbed for a couple of hours [because they were 
working on their PhDs] – we knew not to disturb them, and didn’t ... It wasn’t tough – no, not 
really. We’re alright with everything. 
 
[When Dad is working on his PhD and] says, ‘I don’t want to be disturbed’, I respect that, he 
needs a non-distractive environment to do something like that, and I feel happy if he needs it 
because he offers that sort of environment to me when I’m doing my projects, so it’s only fair 
that he should get the same thing ... I understand that he needs to [put time and effort into his 
PhD] to earn a crust so that we can have every thing that we do. 
 
[If they were busy working on their PhDs and I needed to talk to them] - they’d just say, ‘Oh 
I’m just doing this could you give me a couple of minutes?’ and then I’d come back. 
 
Of interest with regard to implicit and explicit subtexts in the supporting data for the 
two themes just discussed is that the children believed that their own maturity had 
played a role in their developing clearer understandings of the expectations of them in 
relation to their parents’ student status. For those children who did not comment on 
their experiences of adapting or adjusting to their specific sub-identity of child of a 
doctoral candidate, it appears strains that may have emerged owing to a lack of clarity 
of expectations were minimised because the children were confident of their being 
valued in their general role as a family member and because being the ‘child of 
doctoral candidate’ was peripheral to the children’s main preoccupations. This notion 
of strain being counteracted by other factors will be explicated in the discussions of 
Propositions 11 and 12 below in which the children’s perceptions of their parents’ 
priorities and the children’s sense of autonomy are discussed, respectively. 
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In the discussion of Proposition 1 above, it was noted that the children were asked to 
name their main activities in life and that all reported that doing chores was something 
they did on a regular or semi-regular basis. When the children’s more fulsome 
responses to the question are examined, they provide insight into the extent to which 
the children experienced variety in the class of role senders with whom they interacted 
and, in turn, insight into the extent to which the children experienced role 
diversification1
 
. The notion of role diversification and its relationship to role strain is 
the focus of Proposition 3, which is ‘The greater the diversification of a person’s 
roles, the less consensus the person will perceive in the expectations about those roles 
[and hence the greater their role strain]’. 
In their lengthy descriptions of their main activities in life, the children revealed that 
they were engaged in a range of activities that ensured they associated on a regular 
basis with role senders drawn from a variety of settings including: family, social, 
education, sporting, hobby, religious and employment affiliations. One child captured 
the impression of active, happy, fulfilled lives, which was conveyed by all of the 
children when they described their life occupations. Without intimating that the 
busyness of her life was at all stressful, she noted enthusiastically: 
  
[We’ve got a very busy life] - mmm - always rushing about. We only get to spend time at 
home, mmm – not that much. This is just like our little place we stay for sleeping and dinner 
and breakfast and lunch [but apart from that we are out and about] – yes, we’re very busy 
people.  
    
Of interest with respect to this Proposition is the comparison between the candidates’ 
parents’ and children’s experiences of role diversification. As was noted in Chapter 5, 
the parents were at a stage in life when they were appreciating a lessening in the 
diversity of their role associations and in most cases had actively sought to reduce the 
number of their role settings, while in contrast, the children were enjoying increasing 
the number of their role settings and forming new associations outside the family 
home. Despite this contrast in their experiences, as was the case for the parents, none 
of the children reported experiencing ongoing tensions or strains arising from their 
perceiving a lack of consensus in expectations from their various classes of role 
senders. The common feature in the experiences of the candidates’ parents and 
children here appears to be that both categories of participants had a degree of 
                                                 
1  For a detailed explanation of terminology used here see discussion of Proposition 3 in Chapter 6. 
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flexibility in choosing not to participate in a range of activities if they believed certain 
ones may have been a catalyst to strain. Indeed, one child explained her own 
withdrawal from a setting in which she found the requirements on her to be contrary 
to the requirements of her other affiliations:  
 
I used to do swimming lessons, but I was going to go over to pre-squad.  I think I was in level 
5 or 4 and was going into pre-squad but we couldn’t fit [it in because we were so busy with all 
my other activities]. We didn’t really want to get up at four am in the morning to go to squad 
and things. 
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards   Proposition 4, which highlights the 
potential for individual’s beliefs about prescribed activity associated with various 
roles to affect role strain, can be discussed from both broad and specific perspectives 
in relation to comments made by the candidates’ children. Proposition 4 is ‘The more 
activity that individuals believe is prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and 
this is a curvilinear relationship’. 
 
First, regarding the broader perspective, in the discussion of Proposition 3 above, it 
was argued that because the children were able, to a large extent, to regulate the 
diversity of their role activity, they were able to minimise role strain emanating from 
their perceiving a lack of consensus in the expectations about their roles. In a similar 
way, being able to exercise choice regarding their broader associations, for example, 
sporting, social and hobby, was a critical factor for the children in being able to 
manage strain arising from the amount of activity they believed was prescribed for 
them across their total role set. 
 
While analysis and description of the broader picture regarding the children’s beliefs 
about prescribed activities provides an important contribution to developing 
understandings of the experiences of the candidate’s children, of particular 
significance with regard to this Proposition are the children’s perceptions of the 
amount of activity that was prescribed for them in consequence of their parents 
becoming doctoral candidates. This is of special interest because in contrast to the 
situation described above of the children often being able to exercise choice in the 
roles they assumed, the sub-identity of child of doctoral candidate was one that the 
children did not actively seek, nor could they choose to withdraw from it, as they 
might, for example, involvement in a sporting activity. In addition, it is not a sub-
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identity that is normatively expected of children, for example, as is the role of 
primary, secondary or university student.     
 
Details of activities that the children acquired because of their status as child of a 
doctoral candidate are more appropriately addressed in the discussion of Proposition 6 
below which focuses on the notion that role accumulation results in a greater number 
of prescribed activities. Here, however, it is relevant to note that several of the 
children acknowledged that tensions did arise for them because their parents were 
studying for a doctorate, for example: 
 
She’d get excited about a topic [and want to talk to us about it] and I sort of wouldn’t be in the 
right frame of mind – not that we weren’t interested. It was just that she … would really want 
to delve into things, and we sort of weren’t really in the right frame of mind to listen …, so 
that was … frustrating … ‘Just leave us a lone a little bit’ … . [When she was collecting data] 
she would … stay [away] because she had to … interview people, maybe, at 7.00 because … 
that’s the only allocated time that she can get hold of them and so that’s put a strain [on the 
family] … [I have helped her with diagrams, with proof reading, and with listening to things 
she has found that are of interest and] it’s good. … Sometimes [though], … I don’t want to … 
. I don’t need to sort of get involved too much ... Sometimes, it certainly puts a strain on [my 
relationship with her]. 
 
Sometimes, if they were doing something I’d just walk in and say, ‘Hi’ [because] I kind of 
thought, ‘Well you are putting your attention on this, put a bit on me for a couple of minutes’. 
… Sometimes [I wished Mum and Dad could be doing things with me when they were 
working on their PhDs] - sometimes I did. Yeah, I thought, ‘Can’t we just go out – maybe go 
shopping – just go out somewhere’ ... I just thought, ‘Can’t we… go down to see my cousin or 
can’t we see my friend’. 
 
[A tough bit about having a Dad who’s doing a PhD] is he could be spending time with me 
instead of typing. He might be able to spend a little more time with us if he wasn’t so busy 
working. 
 
Sometimes when he is working … [on his PhD] on the weekend … I sort of want him to take 
me places with him because I don’t really get to see that much of him in the day time [during 
the week] … I want him to like not keep on looking at his writing and writing and writing and 
writing and writing. I want him looking at me when I’m talking to him. I don’t want that to 
happen. 
 
These remarks by the children indicate they believed that associated with their sub-
identity of child of a doctoral candidate, they were required to provide various forms 
of active and passive support to the candidate. These prescribed activities sometimes 
created strains for the children participants in the study. While it is important to 
acknowledge that the children articulated these strains, it is also crucial to appreciate 
the broader context in which they were made and to emphasise that the children 
themselves down played their significance in impacting on their overall sense of well 
being and on their relationship with their parents. They did this in a variety of ways 
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including emphasising that: (i) these were occasional occurrences, as evidenced by the 
frequent use of ‘sometimes’ by the interviewees; (ii) although some strains did exist, 
they were not of great importance (for example, ‘In the whole scheme of things, I can 
cope – yeah, yeah’; ‘Sometimes, it certainly puts a strain on our relationship, but 
sometimes it’s good for it, so I think it’s probably back to where it was’; ‘It wasn’t 
something really negative’; ‘That’s the way it was and I accepted it; I don’t feel very 
negative when I look back on it, not at all’); (iii) their family members enjoyed close 
relationships (see discussion of Proposition 1 above); they, individually, enjoyed a 
good relationship with the candidate (for example, ‘I think generally Mum and I have 
got a pretty sound relationship, so it probably couldn’t have, from my point of view 
been any better’; ‘I understand where she is at’; ‘[I think her requests for special 
consideration because of her PhD are] probably on reasonable grounds’); (iv) they 
recognised there was a need on their part to adjust to the requirements on them in their 
role (see discussion of Proposition 2 above); and, (v) when all was considered, they 
believed the family and their needs was the candidate’s main priority in life (see 
discussion of Proposition 11 below). 
 
Simultaneously to the children being prescribed additional activities owing to their 
parents’ student status, the children, in a range of ways, delegated some prescribed 
activities to others. This phenomenon is relevant to Proposition 5, which is ‘The more 
individuals delegate prescribed activities, the fewer prescribed activities they have 
[and the less their role strain]’.  Consideration of this Proposition will focus on the 
degree to which the children’s prescribed activities were delegated to family 
members. There is a need, however, to begin the discussion by clarifying how the 
term ‘delegate’ can be used meaningfully when the experiences of the children are 
being described.   
 
The degree to which it was possible for the children in this study to delegate 
prescribed activities to other family members was determined by several factors. First, 
in consequence of the extent of diversification in the roles of the children (see 
discussion of Proposition 3 above), in contrast to the situation with the candidates’ 
parents (see Chapter 5), notionally there was considerable potential for delegation of 
prescribed roles by the children. Second, the children’s hierarchical position in the 
family, being in the youngest generational band, meant it was likely that their 
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authority to proactively delegate would be limited in comparison to older family 
members. Third, and in contrast to, but operating at the same time as the second 
factor, is that the children’s position in the family also meant it was likely that 
normative, familial, nurturing behaviours would lead older family members to 
respond positively to requests for assistance by the children and to initiate their own, 
that is the parents’, involvement in the children’s activities. Against the background of 
these considerations, in the context of the discussion of Proposition 5 and 
consideration of its applicability to the candidates’ children, the notion of delegation 
will be assumed to include the sharing of role tasks and will not be limited to the idea 
of total abdication of responsibility to another person. 
  
During the interviews, after being asked to identify their main activities in life (see 
discussion of Proposition 3 above), the children were further asked to describe the 
candidates’ involvement in these activities. All of the children described the 
candidates as having substantial involvement across a range of activities, which the 
children undertook both inside and outside the family home. One interviewee 
captured the sentiment conveyed by all of the children in their responses, regardless of 
their age, when she opened her comments with, ‘My Dad’s involvement? There’s 
heaps’. By way of example of the number and range of activities candidates were 
involved in which centred on their children’s preoccupations and interests, following 
are three of the children’s detailed accounts of their parents’ involvements:   
 
Mum [doctoral candidate] and Dad have a lot to do with [my sport] … They just enjoy sort of 
being a part of it and … supporting my [and the other children’s activities], as well ...  . Mum, 
if there needs to be say a committee formed to help something then she’ll jump in. … She 
likes coming and watching and … being involved ... . There are times when [all the children] 
have got something on and unfortunately you have to make a decision on which one you go to 
... . If I go [and do some sporting activities independently] Mum or Dad don’t mind listening 
to every single story that I’ve got, but you can sort of tell that’s not [what] … clicks along 
with Mum … . Mum’s probably not so [interested in] what I’m learning [at university], but [is 
interested in] how I’m going about it …,  how I’m studying … and if I’m … doing an 
assignment … . Through summer I [have had a job where I was required to do a bit of writing 
and] she enjoys reading [the drafts of] some of the things that I write, and we can sort of 
bounce ideas off each other.   
Mum and Dad [both doctoral candidates] saw how much fun we were having [with our sport] 
and they started it up themselves  ... . Dad’s [now] a licensed coach and a referee and … Mum 
… is a licensed referee and [my brother and I] both work there. … [W]e have been doing it for 
so long … . [it’s just part of our culture [now]. It’s just what we do now ... . [It’s] just our 
family culture ... I like going on holidays because we go [overseas] every year … I first went 
overseas when I was six … and from then on, we just loved going places … Mum and Dad 
love travelling and it’s good that we go with them … . We’ve always gone as a family to 
places ... I guess (Mum and Dad) sort of pushed me to go and ask for [a] job. They said, ‘You 
should really do this.’ …I was a bit iffy about it at the start. I thought, ‘I don’t know if I want 
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to do it, and they just said to me, ‘Look, it’s a part-time job. It’s your first job. You’ll get some 
experience with it’, and I eventually got the confidence to ask ... .  They pushed me - not too 
hard, but they just encouraged me to go forward and get the job ...  With school … Mum and 
Dad have always been very supportive … - never really pushed me to hard. [They didn’t say], 
‘You’ve got to do well’; it was always just, ‘Try what you can and if you get good marks - 
good, if you don’t well we’ll work on it.’ … .  [T]hey help if I need help.  
 
Dad [doctoral candidate] helps me with my homework when I need it. [He] tells me when I 
need to tidy my room. [He] … drives us to and from holiday spots and … finds good places to 
go. He generally takes us to visit grandpa. He drives me to [my hobby activity] and I think 
they have invited him to be on the committee for that. He gives advice when I’m [creating 
something] and tries to learn how to play [a game I’m interested in]. … [H]e’s heavily 
involved with [a sporting interest]. He likes to help out by repairing things inside [the building 
where we meet], and he drives the [support vehicles]. … [H]e comes along and cheers for me 
when I play [a second sport]. [He’s around a lot] …[At school] he’s on a committee … a 
group of Dads get together to have meetings about school and fund raises … and contributions 
to the school – all that sort of thing … [With the school committee, he not only goes along, 
but he comes home and discusses it with me, so he keeps me up to date on what’s happening]. 
... [With my homework], I’d get the project and we’d sort of go over it together and we’d draw 
up a … a planner like Tuesday, we’d highlight all the information necessary. Wednesday, 
we’d type it all up as a draft. Thursday, we’d go over it, correct it and get it perfect and Friday 
organise a poster, get pictures, cut bits out from the main text, stick them on the poster, Friday, 
organise it and format it and Monday hand it in … [M]e and my Dad are always looking for 
new things to do … Generally he either phones around or looks for something on the internet 
and he’ll say, ‘Hey, what do you think of [this] …, and I’ll read through and see this and I’ll 
say, ‘Yeah that’s alright, mmm, not really, and no thank you’.  
 
Some of the children observed that delegation to the candidates of activities linked to 
their, that is the children’s various roles, however, was limited at times because of the 
candidates’ study commitments, for example: 
 
[Mum’s involvement in my sporting activities has] probably taken a little bit of a backward 
step, to be honest while she’s been studying … Her having other interests, especially her 
study, has allowed her to take a little bit of a backward step … as far as …like helping out on 
a high level. 
 
Also, out of consideration for the candidates’ student role demands, in some situations 
delegation was made to the children’s non-candidate parent alone where it is likely 
that without the study commitments the delegation would have been shared between 
the candidates and the candidates’ partners. For example, two of the children noted:  
 
We went [interstate earlier this year to a sports event] and Dad came [but Mum didn’t] … At 
this stage, while Mum is studying … it’s a little bit easier for him to come ... We go … for 
about a week, and I’m sure you’d understand that a week, in the context of doing study, is a 
really long time, and if Mum was to go … she’d have to be doing study … a lot of the time 
and probably wouldn’t actually be able to enjoy a lot of … what was going on … . I think in 
that regard some things have sort of been put off and will be sort of picked up once she has 
finished her study. 
 
It’s mostly Mum [non-candidate] who helps with my homework ... Dad’s [candidate] mostly 
busy most of the time. 
 
The children’s acceptance of the candidates’ lack of availability at times, for example: 
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[From] my point of view, it … certainly doesn’t disappoint me [that Mum has had to hold 
back on some of her involvement in my activities because of her studies] … I completely 
understand ... It is nice if they want to come … then that’s their prerogative then that’s fine ... 
If Mum sort of feels she can’t then … that’s it.  
 
may well have been aided, to some degree by the availability and involvement of the 
non-candidate parents, whom the children also acknowledged as having a strong 
commitment to supporting the children’s activities. Of interest, as well, is that while 
several of the children commented that siblings also provided support at times, for 
example with homework, school projects and transport, none suggested that siblings 
made significant contributions in their busy parents’ stead. That children reported 
their non-candidate parents undertook a substantial portion of parenting activities is 
consistent with the findings of Suitor’s (1987a) study which found there was an 
increase in the amount of time fathers spent on household labour and child care in 
consequence of mothers enrolling in university programs.  
 
These accounts by the children indicate that the children, the candidates and the non-
candidate parents shared a raft of prescribed activities associated with the children’s 
roles, including responsibility for abstract activities such as maintaining motivation 
and commitment to the children’s specific roles, through to attending to practical 
matters that facilitated role enactment such as transport to a role venue. That the part 
taken by the candidates in facilitating the children fulfilling their role obligations was 
welcomed by the children and had the effect of minimising potential strain as the 
children engaged in their main life activities, is implicit in the positive comments that 
the children made regarding how they felt about the candidates’ level of involvement 
in their activities: 
 
[Dad and I] –  we do a lot … My Dad’s level of involvement is just as I would like it – yep. 
 
I’m happy with my Mum’s degree of involvement across my activities - yeah, yeah, 
absolutely.   
 
I don’t wish they had been involved more in my activities, no I’m happy … about what they 
are doing. They were never unsupportive. They were always supportive. They were always 
supportive of what we were doing and just always there for us. 
 
 [I never feel like he is too involved or not involved enough] – no, no. [It’s just the way I like 
it] – yeah. It feels good because I know I can rely on him to be there and cheer me on and help 
out. I find with [my hobby] if I get stuck, he’ll be there [giving advice and helping me to avoid 
problems. He takes an interest in what I’m doing and he supports my activities]. 
 
She’s supported me very well … always offering to assist … anything she can do to help and 
that continued after I moved out ... [I feel] fine [about Mum’s level of involvement in my 
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activities] … I’m certainly in no danger of feeling neglected … [nor do I feel under pressure] 
– no, not really ... [I don’t find her interest in what I’m doing to be intrusive] – well no, not at 
all. 
 
Their involvement in my activities was good  ... it reinforced my interest in [things] … . It 
gave me a lot of confidence … yes.  
 
To conclude the discussion of Proposition 5, on the point of delegation it is clear that 
all of the children interviewed received much support in fulfilling their role 
obligations from their parents. This was regardless of (i) the children’s age and 
gender; (ii) whether the children lived in the family home or independently; (iii) 
whether the parent in the child / parent relationship was a birth or step-parent; and, 
(iv) whether there was a single family dwelling or, owing to parental separation, the 
children divided their time between two households. Positive comments made by the 
children regarding their parents’ involvement in their activities and their lack of 
comments suggesting that they felt burdened by their role obligations, imply that for 
the children one of the benefits of them delegating prescribed activities was that role 
strain did not become a concern.  
 
As indicated above in the discussion of Proposition 4, consideration of Proposition 6 
facilitates the exploration of the ways in which, and the extent to which, role 
accumulation affects an individual’s prescribed activities. It is ‘The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the number of prescribed activities’. Discussion of this 
Proposition will focus on determining the children’s perceptions of how their 
acquiring the specific sub-identity of a child of a doctoral candidate affected them in 
terms of prescribed activities.  
 
During the interviews with the children, several areas of activity were identified as 
having potential for being prescribed activities for children whose parents are enrolled 
in doctoral studies. These included the children: (i) participating in conversations 
about the doctoral studies with the candidates; (ii) assisting with specific aspects of 
the thesis’ development; (iii) providing practical assistance with tasks not related to 
the research, so that the parents could have more time and “mental space” available to 
study; and, (iv) providing encouragement and moral support. The discussion will now 
provide an overview of the extent to which each of these activities was integrated into 
the lives of the children interviewed and some brief comments on the children’s views 
on their being involved in these ways.  
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With respect to the children and the parents discussing the candidates’ doctoral 
studies, all of the children reported that they had conversations with their parents 
about their parents’ studies. When given the option of three possible descriptors: 
“never”, “sometimes” and “a lot” to describe the frequency of these discussions, all of 
the children chose “sometimes”. In addition, from the options of: “I think the time we 
spend discussing her / his studies is too much, just right or too little”, all of the 
children selected “just right”. While all of the children shared these perspectives, of 
interest is that exploration of: who initiated; what was the nature of; and, how the 
children responded to the discussions, revealed a range of scenarios across the 
children’s experiences. At this point, what is relevant is that the children were content 
with this aspect of their enactment of their sub-identity of child of a doctoral 
candidate and gave no indication that they experienced role strain associated with this 
activity being a feature of their lives. That this was the case, it appears, was in part 
attributable to conversations about the doctoral study arising in the course of regular 
family interactions. For example, the children noted with regard to discussions about 
their parents’ studies: 
 
He’s told me just that he’s studying for a PhD and … what he’s doing and that he’s going 
[interstate] to study more and all that … [I ask him about it] occasionally … . [I think the time 
we spend talking about it] is just the right amount. [I’m interested in] just what he’s doing, 
what he’s up to and what he has to do … I  … ask him what he’s doing and that, just to keep 
up to date.  
 
[I think the time we spend discussing her PhD is just right] because it generally … just fits in 
around our moods and … well the moods of everyone and how we are sort of travelling as far 
as what we have been doing. [It’s not stilted in anyway it just sort of] … comes about.  
 
Mum and Dad were always easy to approach if we needed to ask them anything about [their 
studies] …They would always talk about it … It was good because … especially at dinner 
time they’d talk about it to each other when we were there … [I didn’t ever think, ‘Oh this is 
boring’] not really … I always asked what they were doing … If we asked something about it, 
they’d say. They’d talk about it, so … we never felt that we were shut out or anything ... The 
times when they would talk to us would be if we’d ask … If we asked, they’d tell us ... [I’d] 
usually [ask about it when we were] at the dinner table. They would talk about it and [my 
brother and I] would just listen, and then obviously if it got a bit too boring for us, we’d just 
go and watch TV.  
 
[Dad] might say, ‘Almost finished this section, let’s go and see a movie’ or something, but he 
doesn’t really discuss it that much with me ... ‘If you have reached the halfway point, it’s 
straight sailing from here on’ I’m sure he’d tell me … [He’s told me] sort of a bit about what 
he’s doing, why he’s doing it and that sort of thing and hopefully when he’ll finish and things 
like that. [I think the time we spend discussing his studies is just right] … because you need a 
balance between work and play and he can’t really have too much play because not a lot 
would get done and you can’t have too much work; otherwise, you’ll sort of crack a little bit 
and turn nasty.  
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 Assisting with specific aspects of the thesis’ development and presentation was also 
an activity, which several of the children who were interviewed undertook. While the 
younger interviewees, those in their pre to mid-teens, did not report that they assisted 
in this way (for example, ‘Normally, he doesn’t really need help [and] I’m not sure 
how I could help’; ‘There’s no point in me helping him’), all of those who were older, 
in their mid-teens through to early 20s, reported having this type of involvement. In 
this regard they were similar to children of return-to-study, female participants in 
Kelly’s (1987) and Eakins’ (1983) studies who were increasingly seen by their 
mothers as intellectual companions. The sort of assistance that the older children 
typically provided is indicated in the two following examples: 
 
Sometimes, she’ll do a chapter [or it will be] part of whatever she’s doing and she likes to … 
read it out to me and …we talk … sort of about literacy skills and things … . [W]e both take 
an interest in that, so that’s just one sort of thing that I like helping her out with ... . [She’ll 
say. ‘Can I read you this paragraph? Tell me if it sounds okay’], and I think generally if she 
reads it out to me … she’ll pick it up. I’ll sort of say, ‘You probably need to fix up that 
sentence’ - so there’s that sort of thing … . It’s funny because … when I was in … around 
year 10 and year 11, Mum always helped me a lot with my English skills …, and ... I now 
have sort of developed those skills and continued to progress … I’ve had other people 
comment that I have a really good understanding [of how to write well] ... I’ve had some 
people, that have a really good grounding as far as English skills go, help teach me some of 
their skills, and so I find myself now doing some correction on Mum’s work and easily 
picking up a lot of her faults ... Sometimes, it’s funny because sometimes she does come to me 
for advice as far as maybe being able to structure some of the things in her thesis ... [Also] I 
helped [with a diagram when] she wanted to try and do a bit of a flow chart sort of thing … . 
 
We helped Mum draw some diagrams for her PhD.  
 
These interviewees’ contrasting reactions, which are presented below, to their 
involvement in these ways attest to the possibility that for some children assisting 
with aspects of the theses’ development could cause some strain on occasions: 
 
It depends on what sort of mood I’m in … whether I’m tired or not [whether I want to assist 
her] …Sometimes I just can’t be bothered, so I don’t worry about it; other times I will help … 
I enjoy being involved and it’s not all the time, it’s sometimes … [Most of the time] well, I 
leave her to do … what she’s doing. 
 
alternatively, it may be a source of enjoyment and ego enhancement: 
[I feel really pleased that I was able to help] … because it’s not often that I get to help them do 
something … as in a [study] situation, so that felt pretty good. 
 
Hooper’s (1979) study, involving families of both undergraduate and postgraduate 
return-to-study women, found that if children who resided in homes which she 
described as ‘egalitarian’ believed that their mother’s student role was important to 
her, the children further believed her study endeavours were ‘as deserving of support 
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as any family member’s interests or activities’ (p. 149). By their own account, one of 
the tangible ways in which the children were proactive in providing support was by 
doing more housework, which they further indicated they did with ‘little or no 
resentment’ (p. 151). The current investigation explored whether or not the 
candidates’ children linked their involvement in household chores to their parents’ 
study demands, and if they did, if such activities were, in consequence, perceived by 
them to be burdensome or rewarding. When prompted, many of the children who 
participated in the current investigation also linked their doing chores around, and 
outside, the home to the notion that by providing practical assistance with tasks not 
related to the research, they indirectly supported their parents in the doctoral student 
role:    
 
Sometimes they’d be doing … their work and maybe Mum needed the washing done or [for 
me to] get something off the line or just … clear the table [for dinner] … . I guess [it helped 
them with their studies because] they didn’t have the added pressure of something else to do 
and something else in their mind. [T]hey can just block out [thoughts of some things] now 
because we’re doing it ..., so I think we made a contribution.   
 
[I think my doing the chores] may have [helped Mum] a little bit [with her studies], it must 
have a little bit if she doesn’t need to do the chores that I was doing ... .  It frees up the time 
and it gives a slightly nicer working environment, as well, in the home. 
 
I generally do a fair bit of pick up and dropping off of [others in the family who can’t drive]. 
… I was trying to help out as much as I can … because that sort of helps … free up Mum’s 
time … . [I]t’s a lot easier for them not to have to think about going and picking them up … . 
[Also], just getting things done around the house … can free up a lot of her time. 
 
Although some children could be resistant to getting started on chores (see discussion 
of Proposition 1 above) the idea that the candidates benefited, in that more time and 
opportunity to focus their thoughts became available for study as a consequence of the 
children doing light domestic tasks, is reinforced when the degree of autonomy the 
children had in managing chores, once they were on task, is considered, for example: 
 
[Nobody supervises me doing chores] – no, not really ... It’s sort of, ‘Do whatever job’. 
 
I don’t think they went out of their way to [supervise me doing chores – to do some sort of the 
quality control thing]. They might have noticed that I missed a spot in the vacuuming or 
something, but unless it was really bad, nothing would be said. 
 
[Whether anybody supervises me when I’m doing chores] - depends [on] what I’m doing. If 
I’m drying the dishes – no. If I’m cooking something or doing something fire-y or sharp, then 
I might have some supervision … . Same as, [for whether anybody ever helps me] - it depends 
on the task. Like if it’s heavy or dangerous, I’ll have some assistance … . 
 
[B]ecause I’ve had practice [doing chores for the family], I think my parents know I can do a 
good job ... [T]he quality was taken for granted … With my room … I guess [Mum] knew that 
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I was pretty busy most of the time with study, and she knew that it was my space and … if it 
wasn’t affecting her, then I guess if I was happy, … she was happy. 
   
Although during the interviews these children acknowledged that their doing chores 
could be interpreted as their enacting an aspect of the specific sub-identity of child of 
a doctoral candidate, comments made by one child indicate that this may not 
necessarily have been a perspective that the children consciously held prior to the 
interview:   
We didn’t think, ‘Well, they’re doing their PhDs [we should help out].’ We just thought, ‘Oh 
yeah [we’ll do that chore] because they asked us’ ... [W]e are in the “thank yous” with Mum’s 
and Dad’s [theses] …, so I guess we did something … .  
 
and hence, unlike Hooper’s (1979) study participants who reported additional tasks 
were undertaken specifically to assist their mothers in their role of student, it may not 
have been an area of activity that the children themselves would have readily 
associated with their status of child of a doctoral candidate. It is interesting to note, 
however, that the idea that the children were making a contribution in this way was 
one that several of the aged parents suggested was significant and an observation that 
the aged parents found rewarding (see discussion of Proposition 9 Chapter 5). In a 
representative statement one of the parents noted: 
   
Now the children are big and will help her [in the house, it helps her with] the PhD. 
  
Of further interest is that those children who during the interviews acknowledged the 
potential for their doing chores to contribute to their parents’ study efforts, readily 
reported having positive feelings about the possibility of their assisting in this way; 
for example, two noted: 
 
I feel happy [making this sort of contribution] because I know he’s getting a bit of an edge and 
getting ahead and getting one step closer to getting it finished. 
 
I … try to do more around the house so that she has time to work on … her study. … I like to 
help her out when I can.  
  
Three of the children reported themselves as having a role in providing 
encouragement and moral support to their parents during both difficult times and 
when the candidates were working routinely on their studies: 
 
Generally, ... I do offer a little [bit of support] and it’s the same with all of us. If it’s a difficult 
time then we’ll sort of chip in and help out … . [Sometimes] it’s really obvious that she’s 
finding it difficult ... . [Besides doing chores, there’s] listening to the multiple amounts of 
problems that she’s got ... I’ll just sort of have a chat to her about it ... . But sometimes I can 
be very bold in my solutions ... . I’m very cutting edge … . I’ll say, … ‘If this is stressing you 
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out … just stop it; just don’t do it’ or I’ll offer her probably an extreme point of view ... . 
[W]hen … in the first 18 months ... she would start complaining about it, maybe it wasn’t the 
right thing to say, but … she is still plugging through. …  Anyway, I’d say, ‘Well, … if it’s 
that much of a problem, just don’t do it’ … or … when she’s saying, ‘Look, I’m really finding 
it difficult, I don’t know whether … this is all worth it’… . I’d say, ‘Well, that’s a pathetic 
point of view’ or something like that ... I’d put it in a [way to] sort of make her wake up a little 
bit, and sometimes I’d get in a bit of trouble, but … [my intention was to shock her a bit to 
snap her out of it] … probably not so much to be cruel.  
 
If I knew she’d been on the computer for a while I’d go up to her and say, ‘Hey Mum’ and just 
talk to her and say, ‘Hey, how are you?’ She’d say, ‘Good’ - give her a bit of a hug or a kiss or 
something and just kind of walk off.  [A]nd, I’d do that with Dad too …; I’d just walk in and 
say, ‘Hi’ and give him a hug and then I’d say …, ‘Would you like something to drink?’ … 
[I’d do things like that] if I saw that they were working too much. Maybe I was helping … 
[because] I just came in and gave them hugs and things. Maybe I helped … [by giving] 
positive reinforcement because sometimes I’d ask, ‘What are you doing?’ and [showed an 
interest].  
    
[Dad would say], ‘Oh, let me read this to you’. Even though I had no idea what he was reading 
and I just said, ‘Yeah, it sounds alright’ and of course I had no idea what he was saying, but he 
just needed us there to talk to and try a theory ... maybe some input from us wouldn’t hurt. 
 
While each of these examples of areas of possible activity discussed thus far 
demonstrate how various children, to different degrees, provided active support for 
their parents who were studying, in the main the children expressed the strong view 
that there was little impact on them in consequence of their parents becoming doctoral 
candidates. Two factors emerge as important in relation to this. First, as will be 
explored more fully when Proposition 12 is discussed, all the children were much 
more focussed on other aspects of their own lives, and second, owing to their parents 
also having studied for pre-doctoral qualifications during the children’s life time, for 
many the event of their parents studying was not a new phenomenon. Hence, the 
children did not feel that they had experienced significant role accumulation or 
significant increases in accompanying prescribed activities. This was notwithstanding 
the earlier references made by some of the children regarding their adjusting in small 
ways to the demands on them (see discussion of Proposition 2 above). The situation of 
the children not perceiving themselves as having accumulated a role in relation to 
their parents’ studies is more appropriately detailed in the discussion of Proposition 
10, where the emphasis is on an individual’s sense of role accumulation and role 
incompatibility. 
 
This second factor applied also to areas where children provided passive support (see 
discussion of Proposition 4 above) to their parents’ needs as doctoral candidates, by 
way of, for example, uninterrupted time: 
[Sometimes] she sort of mentioned … just maybe for me to go away. 
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When he’s working [on his PhD] he’d just say, ‘Please don’t disturb’, me and so on and so on. 
 
We knew not to disturb them while they we doing something [related to their PhDs]. 
 
a quiet environment: 
 
He has a “please keep quiet” sign thing on his entrance to his study. 
 
There were times where we couldn’t really talk to them or shouldn’t talk to them because they 
were doing something, but I don’t think I’ve ever had any major problems. 
 
If we had our music on, we’d shut our doors. 
 
Dad needed his silence. 
 
While they were studying … we’ve had to keep quiet, and instead of having the music on, 
we’d have it off. 
 
tolerance of the doctoral materials intruding on shared family spaces: 
 
Often there’s a lot, at the computer, a lot of papers and books and things. 
 
and, acceptance of parents’ absences or withdrawal from the family home: 
 
He’d go down to the beach on weekends and [work on his PhD]. And when the caravan would 
come home he’d spend weekends in the caravan and he’d do his work, and the bed was in 
there, so he could have a nap ... [Some nights], I’d be asleep and he’d still be out in the 
caravan. … I remember … going to sleep at say, ten and having to go out of the door in my 
pyjamas saying, ‘Dad, I’m going to sleep now’, and he’d come in and he’d say, ‘Good night’ 
… Dad, he’d … be at the computer in the caravan [a lot] … and he needed his quiet. 
 
Dad went into the caravan and he did his work there, and he’d stay in there for a couple of 
hours, and we knew not to go and ask him … for something that we could do ourselves …  
[I knew when he was working on his PhD] because Dad went to the caravan … We had [the 
caravan] in our front yard and it was just a makeshift office … I think Dad liked having the 
caravan because there was no one running around – not that [we] were running around, but 
there was no one there to make noises really. He wanted quiet … Dad just wanted the “more 
quiet” factor, and it was closed in, and he knew where everything was.    
 
While several of these issues are explored in greater detail elsewhere in this Chapter,2
                                                 
2 Note regarding the final point, although several of the parents used this strategy during their 
candidature, at the time of the children’s interviews only two of the children had experienced their 
parents withdrawing from the home owing to their studies. As a result, it was not possible to explore 
more widely the children’s reactions to this phenomenon. In contrast, when the aged parents were 
interviewed the timing meant more of them were able to describe their perspectives on the candidate 
using this strategy (see discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 5).  
 
here the focus is on the children’s acceptance of those aspects of their lives wherein 
they passively accommodated the needs of their parents that arose from the demands 
of the parents’ studies. In a representative statement, foreshadowed in comments 
made by several aged parents regarding their perceptions of the effects of the 
candidates’ enrolment on the children (see discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 5), 
one of the children noted: 
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[When I said], ‘Oh Mum, can you help me?’ [and she said], ‘No I can’t’, I didn’t really think  
anything like [life can be a bit hard for me because she is studying] because it was so normal 
for us that they were doing this; so normal for Dad to go to the beach on the weekends and do 
his work; so normal for Mum to spread out all her papers in the dining room and you couldn’t 
go in there. It was just normal. 
 
The prevalence of the children regarding various aspects of their lives that were 
moulded in response to their parents’ doctoral student status as “normal” is discussed 
further below, when Proposition 10 is considered.  
 
To summarise the children’s experiences as they relate to Proposition 6, during the 
interviews a small number of activities were identified as being relevant to the sub-
identity of a child of a doctoral candidate. Not all of the children interviewed, 
however, participated in all of the activities that were identified. This indicates that for 
this particular dimension of their family member role, that is, child of a doctoral 
candidate, whether activities were prescribed or not was dependent on individual 
family cultures. While in a small number of cases the children found enacting this 
sub-identity of the role engendered some irritations, for the most part they felt either 
neutral or positive about the activities they engaged in. Nothing the children said 
revealed explicitly or implied that any of them felt significant strain from being a 
child of a doctoral candidate and its associated activities being integrated into their 
lives.    
 
That rewards may accompany role accumulation, and in turn, reduce any potential 
role strain are notions addressed by the allied Propositions 7 and 8, which are 
respectively, ‘The greater the role accumulation, the greater the reward one perceives 
from role enactment’ and ‘The greater the reward individuals perceive from their role 
enactments, the weaker the positive relationship between the amount of activity and 
role strain’.  
 
While the candidates’ children who participated in this study, as a group, were much 
less effusive than were the candidates’ aged parents when describing the rewards they 
experienced from the candidates’ student status, nevertheless there were some 
indications that the children did perceive themselves as experiencing a small number 
of direct and indirect personal rewards from their being a child of a doctoral 
candidate. Their perceptions of direct rewards were evident in comments that related 
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to three themes. First, some made comments that linked their parents’ student status 
with the children’s own present and future performance in education settings, for 
example: 
 
[A]nything at school that we do [that] has got anything [to do with] academics I can say, ‘I 
know about that. I know about universities’. … [W]e are doing careers and I know about 
degrees and how many you can do and how long the PhD takes. It doesn’t just take a couple of 
years; it takes a very long time ... We had an assignment at school where we had to go into the 
city and interview people. … That was great; all of the other kids had to just make notes, but I 
was able to write up transcriptions just like Mum … . And I knew what to do. Mum didn’t 
suggest it; I just said, ‘Mum where’s your transcriber? I need it for my project’  
 
Say I choose to be a teacher … and wish to become a university lecturer … because Mum and 
Dad have done [PhDs] I know what is in it. I know what to do … .They … didn’t say, ‘Well, 
we are not talking to you about our PhDs because you wouldn’t understand’, they made us 
understand. I guess I’m more educated in different things because they’ve done [their PhDs]. 
I’m more educated in the world of universities … more educated in PhDs and degrees and 
different things than what other people are. It’s turned out to be good for me so far.     
 
[If I was thinking of doing a doctorate I would you go to Mum and ask for advice] because 
she’s doing one now she’s had experience so if I did decide I wanted to do one or if I was 
considering, I would probably ask her what she thought and … she might be able to help point 
me in the right direction, if I didn’t know where to start. 
 
It’s good [that Dad is doing a PhD] because he’ll be able to give me advice when I get to that 
stage, if I choose to go that far. And it sort of gives me something to set my sights for as well. 
[If my Mum decides to do a PhD herself then] if I ever decided to do a PhD there would be 
two people in the family who had already been down that road and they could help me along, 
if I needed it ... They’d be more than happy to give me a point in the right direction and say, 
‘Go’.  
 
These comments are in keeping with the findings of earlier studies such as that of 
Ballmer and Crozby (1975, cited by Hooper 1979, also see Suitor 1987a) in which 
women who had returned to study and their partners claimed that their children 
benefited from their mother undertaking tertiary education because the children’s 
interest in education increased. The current investigation provides empirical evidence, 
obtained directly from the children, that indicates not only that they too believe they 
have benefited from their parents’ doctoral enrolment but also provides insight into 
their perceptions of various ways in which they did so.  
 
Second, three of the children made comments that linked their parents’ student status 
to the ways the parents interacted with their children and to the parents’ personal and 
interpersonal demeanour and interests, which the children responded to positively: 
 
[Because of the way my parents were when they were doing their PhDs] I knew [my life] was 
different to what other people were doing, but I didn’t feel different, like, I didn’t feel any 
different than I should have. [I didn’t feel bad about it] – no, no ... I think I’m more educated 
in different things than other people. I’ve always thought that I’m a bit more mature because 
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my parents … never talk to us like we were kids and … never said just simple things … . 
[T]hey would always make things … complicated and say big words. They treated us kind of 
like adults, still like children, but kind of like adults. That’s been good. 
  
[I think my life is different from other kids my age and their families because Dad is studying] 
… [Y]ou can notice a difference ... It is different having a conversation with him because I 
actually have to think more, and  that’s good … When I talk to other people’s Dads, it’s sort 
of just more simple [but] … Dad … makes it more complicated, makes you think. [It’s] just 
the way he phrases his sentences and … the words that he uses. When I talk to my friends’ 
Dads they mostly talk about football and just sport and just general stuff.  ... Dad’s interesting, 
he says, ‘How are you going?’ ‘What have you been up to?’ and that. [He shows an interest in 
you as a person] … And it’s the same with my friends …; they like it too because when they 
are … in the presence of him, they’re quite different. … Dad sort of gets into conversation 
with them. He talks to them in more detail about what’s going on. I reckon Dad seems to be 
sort of listening more than maybe other parents do ... and then comes back with more like 
what to say. 
 
Well, my friends’ … parents are always not busy. They’re just always having a cup of coffee 
and watching the footy and all that. My dad is busy with his study and busy with our family. I 
think having an active life is important.  
 
Third, for the children whose parents had recently completed their studies, having 
their contribution in supporting the candidate formally recognised in the 
acknowledgements section of the dissertation provided reward in the form of ‘ego 
gratification’ (Sieber 1974, p. 569), for example:     
 
When Mum finished her [PhD]and got it binded and everything, I didn’t look at all of it; I just 
looked at the “thank yous”, and I thought, ‘My names in it. I can deal with that.’ It made me 
feel good. [I thought, ‘I’ve] done something to help’.  
 
With Dad’s [dissertation] we thought he wasn’t going to thank us because he wrote [an 
acknowledgements entry] and didn’t have our names in it, and his final, final product   
he had our names in it, you  know, ‘Thank you to my kids’ ... and I thought, ‘That’s me!’ He’s 
thanking me. I’ve done something … I guess I’ve contributed [and that] kind of [makes me 
feel good].  
 
Other rewards are more accurately described as indirect in that the children observed 
benefits to their parents and were pleased for them. The indirect reward that the 
children articulated most clearly was that they were pleased because in their opinion 
the candidates would benefit career-wise from the doctoral qualification, for example:  
 
[Having a PhD] will keep [Dad] in the game a bit longer because it will probably be harder to 
get rid of someone who has such knowledge in that area because you can’t learn everything 
from a manual; you need actual experience ... [I]t’s a good thing for a person to have a PhD 
because it would increase their knowledge in a certain field to a point where they’re almost 
picture perfect. 
 
I guess for her it’s a career move. Like, I’m not sure if it will give her more chance of getting a 
promotion or any of that sort of thing, but it definitely gives her a higher sort of recognition so 
that’s definitely good for her profession and career.  She hasn’t told me that, that’s just my 
opinion. 
 
[S]he doesn’t mind doing something that … might be referenced … in the future … [S]he 
wants to break a little bit of new ground and things like that, but yeah it’s worthwhile for her 
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to be doing it ... [T]he fact that she’s doing a PhD I think is great and … it’s certainly 
something she can fall back on … [I]t will enable her to make more money, which is good for 
her … And also I think another good thing is the fact that … she’s going to be able to be in a 
better job … too. She might be … promoted and be in a higher position … and certainly for 
her  … that’s really good … . 
 
Note this was an aspect which the candidate’s aged parents also indicated that they 
found rewarding (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapter 5). In addition, the 
children indicated that they were pleased that their parents enjoyed the doctoral 
student role. It is relevant to note, however, while some of the children seemed very 
pleased, for example: 
 
[S]he is doing it for a worthwhile cause  … so that’s certainly good for her … from that 
perspective ... [S]ometimes it can really be a strain on her, but overall I think that it’s certainly 
good and [personally fulfilling] ... [She’s happy] if she feels like she’s on top of things [and] 
through the research phases when she feels like she’s getting what she wants out of the 
research … [I think she feels] a little bit of excitement now … . She knows that it’s not too far 
away before … she is going to have it finished ... . I always really encourage people to extend 
themselves. … [T]here are … die-hard sports people that will say that only about sport, but I 
relate that … everything involved in life, so I think it’s fantastic ... . [S]he’s sourcing a lot of 
enjoyment out of … coming across new things and breaking the new ground and … that’s 
good too. 
 
When she’d finish chapters [she’d be excited about her progress], or when she’d come back 
from a talk with [her supervisors] she’d feel excited about what they’d say. [It made me happy 
to see her happy like that].   
 
[It’s good when Dad] gets excited about it, like when he’s finished one section ... I think he 
gets excited because he’s one step closer to finishing … [H]e often seems happy … when he 
finishes a section and he gets on, and I think that’s good. 
 
for most, their choice of words and tone indicated they were quite nonchalant about 
this aspect, and for them it was simply a matter of, if their parents derived pleasure 
from doctoral studies, the children, regarded accumulating the sub-identity of child of 
a doctoral candidate as quite acceptable: 
 
Sometimes he might get happy … Sometimes he just goes - [grinning broadly]. … I’m happy 
when he’s happy. 
 
[W]hen your kids grow up and they find other interests  …, [you are] going to be left with 
extra time compared with what [you] had before, so it’s not necessarily a bad thing that 
[Mum’s] got something else to fill it. [The PhD is something that she can turn her mind to, to 
fill the empty nest gap], that is, assuming that it’s something that she’s happy with having to 
fill the rest of her time. I mean everyone’s different; other people would probably prefer not to 
be doing a PhD, but she [seems] quite happy with having that fill the nest. [If that’s the case, 
I’m pleased for her]. 
 
I think he likes it because [as a student] he can get concessions on everything [facetiously]. 
Yeah, I think he enjoys … doing his PhD and that … he is [happy] … . He just seems happy 
doing it [and] that [he’ll get a PhD] and he is able to do it … It’s hard to explain … [He’s] not 
excited, just happy I suppose … not over the moon, like jumping for joy – no, I’d describe it 
as happy [chuckling] ... I suppose it’s an interest; he’s happy doing what he wants ... It doesn’t 
bother me, as long as he’s doing what he wants - that’s [fine with me]. I’m happy with that. 
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A possible explanation for the children’s subdued reaction here is that simultaneously 
to their seeing their parents enjoying aspects of doctoral student life, they believed 
their parents were also eagerly anticipating being free from the demands doctoral 
studies placed on their time and energies, for example: 
 
[G]oing to the end of it, I think Mum and Dad just wanted to finish it, and just not do it any 
more … [Instead, they wanted to] do things like the renovation, and more holidays, and going 
for walks every Saturday, and going for drives to places ... They will never do anything that 
big [again], and I think they are just grateful that they have finished it and they’re happy that it 
is over.      
 
It’s one of those things that, you know, you only do Year 12 once, well hopefully normally 
you only do a PhD once, and once it’s finished it’s an achievement that you’ll have forever … 
You won’t have to worry about it ever again, and you’re grateful about that. 
 
[Doing the PhD combined with work] does make [Mum] feel like she’s got a … lot of 
responsibility, so in my opinion she’s looking forward to the end of it - still managing to enjoy 
it along the way, but it’s a lot of work and I think she’ll be relieved when it’s over. I think a 
PhD if you do it full-time is about three years … of at least 9-5 Monday to Friday, but in 
reality it’s extra - a lot extra maybe. And it sounds even longer if you are doing it at the same 
time as work …; I think it’s about eight years or so. That’s a big chunk of your life. It’s a tenth 
of your life if you’re going along alright, and so yeah, it’s along time, it’s a lot of work … .  
It’s understandable she would be looking forward to it being over. 
 
 
While, as discussed, often the children’s comments were subdued when the notion of 
their being pleased because they believed their parents were enjoying the role of 
doctoral student was raised, several of the children also made similarly reserved 
comments when the interviewer explored the possibility that the children may have, as 
did the candidates’ aged parents (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapter 5), 
and as has been reported in previous studies was the case for children (for example, 
Katz 1976; Kelly 1987), felt ‘proud’ of the candidates undertaking doctoral study:  
 
I’m pretty proud of her wanting to break new ground in research . .. I hold it in pretty high 
regard, that’s for sure ... [S]he’s certainly intelligent and switched on and everything like that. 
... [I think she is hard working] - extremely. She’s got a terrific work ethic, when she puts her 
[mind to it]. … I’m a little bit different in my work ethic.    
 
I am quite proud. I don’t have really strong feelings about the PhD, but I’m quite proud of her 
work, and I’ll be quite proud when she does finish it. But there is a little bit of a feeling of, 
‘Why would she bother?’ - not so much because I think it’s not something that’s useful to 
have, it’s just that it’s such an immense task  … I certainly don’t think it’s a pointless exercise. 
I don’t think it would be for me at this point in my life, but it depends on the person. 
 
I’m not sure [if I feel proud of him for doing a PhD]. I don’t know, really. [It will] just [be] 
good that he got what he wanted – that’s if he gets it. I don’t know because you don’t 
necessarily get things. Something might happen and it might not work, to be realistic. 
 
and when the notion that the children may have experienced enhanced standing 
among their friends, owing to their parents studying at an elite level, was explored:  
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[A] lot of people … who don’t know much about it probably don’t hold [a PhD] in … high 
regard, but then again people who probably know what’s involved would certainly respect 
[my Mum]. People my age [have] differing sorts of views but never [resentful] like never sort 
of, … ‘What a pathetic mum to have’ ... I might tell people she’s got a scholarship to be doing 
it, so she’s actually getting paid … and it’s paying a wage more than what some average 
people earn, so that certainly … interests people ... .  [P]erhaps [it enhances my kudos to have 
a parent who is doing a PhD], but I don’t really use that as a big stepping stone. It’s only if … 
[someone asks], ‘What do your parents do?’ and I’ll sort of be honest and say what they do. 
[It’s not something I go out of my way to tell people, but if it comes up] …, I’m happy to 
explain it. 
 
[I]t’s kind of hard to explain to my friends, ‘My parents are doing PhDs’. ‘What’s a PhD?’ 
and I’d try to explain it …, [but] they wouldn’t really understand … . 
  
[My friends didn’t ever say positive things about my Mum studying for a PhD to me] 
I don’t think they knew. I told them, but it didn’t click for them.  
 
[I don’t talk to my friends about her doing a PhD] - no. Oh, maybe sometimes umm I can’t 
remember the context but I think it has come up ... but it doesn’t come up that much so [I can’t 
really say what they think]. 
 
The children hesitancy to link their parents’ doctoral enrolment to the children 
themselves being regarded favourably by other children is counter to the findings 
reported in a study undertaken by Katz (1976). Katz found that after an initial period 
of adjustment to the idea that their mothers were returning to study the children 
‘bragged about it to their friends, particularly if mother was doing well in school or 
had received some other form of recognition’ (p. 100). 
 
Here it is relevant to note that none of the children whose parents’ studies were in 
progress at the time of the interviews emphasised that they felt especially proud of 
their parents’ study endeavours or that their parents’ doctoral student status enhanced 
the children’s social standing among their peers. In contrast, however, was the 
enthusiasm and excitement conveyed by one of the children when she described first, 
her and her family’s feelings and behaviours at the time that her parents’ received 
notification of their results:   
 
When they both got their PhDs accepted it was an amazing time. We were just so happy. We 
had celebrations. We went out for dinner. They rang everyone. It was a good result in the end 
for both of them … I remember, [Mum] got … a letter … or [her supervisor] called her and 
[Mum] was crying, and Dad was crying, and we were just so happy and it was such as happy 
time. … We were all so excited for her ... She changed her title. Every mail we get now it’s 
“doctor” ... I don’t think [Dad] has changed that yet, but he will soon ... I was happy [when 
Dad got his result because] [i]t was always in the back of my mind, ‘What what if Mum gets it 
but Dad doesn’t? or What if Dad gets it but Mum doesn’t? or ‘What if they don’t get it?  … It 
was just exciting ... We got a letter while he was [overseas teaching] … and we opened it 
[because] we were so excited. 
 
and second, her father’s impending graduation thus: 
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[Dad will graduate soon] and that’s really exciting … We are going to take the video and all 
the cameras ... It’s just exciting that Dad can finally be a real, real doctor – a proper doctor 
now and use his title properly ... [H]e gets to wear the funny hat too ... We are going to dress 
up nice and go to his graduation and be all excited.  
 
It is clear that these occasions were indeed particularly rewarding in terms of the 
positive feelings they generated for this child participant. As the majority of the 
children interviewed, however, had parents only part-way through candidature, it was 
not possible to explore how others felt at the climactic times of their parents receiving 
results and graduating.  
 
Other children’s reactions to the idea of their parents acquiring the title “doctor” upon 
graduation are interesting to contemplate in light of not only this child’s comments 
but also those of the aged parents, who too made favourable comments regarding the 
significance of the title as a public symbol of one having a doctoral education (see 
discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapter 5). While some children displayed the 
same degree of enthusiasm about the prospect of their parents having the title as the 
interviewee quoted above, for example: 
 
I think that’s fantastic. It’s a bit of an acknowledgement of the hard work that she’s put in and 
it’s certainly the way that it should be. I’m not sure whether she’ll refer to herself as that. It 
will be interesting to see, but I just think that’s probably a good way of signifying, the amount 
of work she’s put into it. 
I think it’s good and it’s something to be proud of. … [I]t’s a reward and a display of all the 
hard work that’s been done. 
 
I reckon it’s really cool. Oh, it’s so exciting and so cool ... [T]hey worked so hard … they 
deserved it.  
 
others were more tentative, indicating their unfamiliarity, and lack of ease, with the 
term being used in academic settings: 
 
I didn’t know that [he would be called doctor after he graduates].  It feels really unusual, 
people calling my Dad “doctor”. 
 
I don’t know really [how I feel about him being called “doctor” after he graduates]. I’ll 
probably be just sort of picking on him when he gets it. You know – “doctor” and all that, but 
it doesn’t really bother me. It’s not like I’m really going to call him doctor or anything nah. 
Even if he wants me to, I’m not going to ... For him it will probably be big, but more of a 
laughing point for me, sort of a joking point.  
   
Normally, I associate doctor with a medical person, but if she’s earned the title then that’s 
alright.   
 
I don’t know [what I think of him being called doctor after he graduates]. I can’t see him as 
“doctor”, Dad - Nah … Yeah, it’s alright. It doesn’t bother me. It just seems strange I suppose 
people saying “doctor”. It doesn’t worry me, though. Oh no, it doesn’t worry me, but I don’t 
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know, I’m probably … awkward … I’d have to get used to it probably, but it wouldn’t affect 
me. [He doesn’t seem like a doctor] because when you think of a doctor, you think of 
someone who works in a hospital, or something, - in a white coat. … [You think of a] doctor 
[with a] stethoscope around the neck. 
 
It’s interesting [that Dad will be called “doctor’ after he graduates] because I think most 
people will assume that he’s a medical doctor and that will be a bit strange, but I’m sure it will 
add to his title.  
  
As with the aged parents (see discussion of Proposition 10, Chapter 5), two of the 
children were very focussed in their comments on their perceptions that changes to 
their parents’ title would not affect their parents’ behaviour or the child-parent 
relationship which they currently enjoyed: 
  
I don’t really mind if they are “doctor” or not. They’re still Mum and Dad, and they are going 
to be Mum and Dad to me. Yeah - I just have no thoughts of them being called “doctor”. 
 
I guess … her title makes her seem like she’s got a high status, but I don’t think it will really 
change who she is. She’ll still be [our] Mum and she won’t be any different in the way she 
treats us.  
   
With regard to Propositions 7 and 8, of significance is that the rewards that did 
emerge, and are described above, were not necessarily readily identified by the 
children themselves when the notion of rewards for role enactment was first raised 
during the interviews. To explain, while prompting during the interviews and careful 
scrutiny of the interview transcripts led to the identification of these rewards, when 
the children were asked initially, ‘What have been some of the good things for you 
about having a parent who is studying for a PhD / doctorate?’ eight of children 
responded in the first instance thus: 
 
Some of the good things? Mmm I don’t know. 
 
Umm good things? 
 
I don’t know. 
 
Some of the good things? 
 
I don’t know. Should I think there are good things? What kind of good things could there be? 
 
I don’t know; that’s a hard question. 
 
Nothing springs to mind. It doesn’t mmm. I don’t really take notice. 
 
I can’t think of any direct positive. 
 
The tone used in each case did not suggested anger, resentment or frustration on the 
part of the children, rather they seemed genuinely puzzled at the suggestion that there 
might be benefits for themselves arising from their parents’ enrolment in a doctoral 
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degree. The children’s initial bewilderment at being asked the question and lack of 
immediate response, wherein they identified positive outcomes for themselves from 
their sub-identity of a child of a doctoral candidate appears, therefore, to be indicative 
of their feeling somewhat removed and disconnected from their parents’ study 
endeavours. This is in keeping with the idea that was briefly first alluded to in the 
discussion of Proposition 2 above where reference was made to the notion that the 
children in this study experienced being the child of a doctoral candidate as peripheral 
to their main preoccupations. As indicated in the discussion of Proposition 2, this 
notion will be explored more fully when Proposition 12, which focuses on 
compartmentalisation and perceptions of role incompatibility, is discussed.  
 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility   Several issues emerged from the 
interviews with the children as being potentially relevant to Proposition 9, which is 
‘The more individuals think their roles are incompatible, the greater the role strain’. 
These included: the children observing changes in the demeanour and behaviour of 
their parents when their parents were focussed on their doctoral studies; the need to 
deal with simultaneous demands on the families’ resources because of the parents’ 
study activities; the children observing parents feeling pressured by the demands of 
their doctoral studies; and the children observing the consequences of their parents’ 
doctoral studies on the lives of other family members. 
 
Several of the children reported observing changes in the demeanour and/or behaviour 
of their parents that were strong indicators to the children that their parents were 
immersed in concentration on their doctoral studies. Whilst such changes have the 
potential for creating angst and hence feelings of role incompatibility and role strain, 
is evident in this comment:  
 
[Mum certainly looks and behaves differently when she’s really immersed in her studies] ... . 
[She’s] a bit … tunnel vision[ed] and just sort of [distant]. I’ll go over while she’s studying 
and try and talk to her or ask her a question, and you can just see her mind is working on a 
particular area and she doesn’t really want to go outside that ... . Mum’s just nice and stern … 
[H]er general sort of aura and the way [she looks means] … you can sort of tell that she 
doesn’t need to be interrupted ... . [A]t times … the PhD will take priority over maybe being 
nice to one of us, and … that does annoy me …, but then in hindsight I sort of allow that to go 
through to the keeper and … don’t push the point too much. 
 
which is consistent with Katz (1976), Kelly (1987) and Suitor (1987a) noting 
respectively that the children in their studies had to deal with their student mother 
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being ‘irritable’, ‘crabby’ and ‘cranky’ when under pressure, other children 
participants in this investigation who commented on this theme, however, were 
unfazed by their observations: 
 
[Dad] sort of just shuts out all the noises ... . He sort of stares at the screen, so he sort of shuts 
off everything else in the outside world while he’s working away. [I think that’s a good thing] 
… [because] it’s important to not have any distractions around when you’re working and word 
processing because you might make a bit of a blunder and say this when you really mean that. 
[It doesn’t bother me seeing him like that]; I can see that it’s necessary. 
 
[When my Mum was working on her PhD she would be] sitting at the computer and she had 
all her notes around her and she was just busy in what she was doing. I don’t think she could 
notice me standing on the other side of the room until I actually piped up and said, ‘Hey’ and 
she said, ‘Oh, hi’ so [I could tell she was really concentrating hard]. 
 
He talks it to himself while he’s in the study room. [He says things like], ‘Oh, this is 
frustrating’, and … ‘This is very unusual’. My Dad is so different, but I really don’t take any 
notice.  
 
I [knew when Mum and Dad were working on their PhDs] because … they just had a face 
about them. They just mmm, I don’t know, they just had a face and I knew ... [I think it was a 
face of deep] concentration. I didn’t mind. 
 
If I’d knock on the … door [of Dad’s] office [when he was working] it was really funny. I’d 
knock on the door and there would be a voice coming from behind it, ‘Yes?’ [in a deep, stern 
voice]. I’d open the door and then I’d ask him a question, he’d answer and then I’d leave ... 
[W]hen I came home from school sometimes he would be there and I’d just look in … and I 
could just see him very much concentrating on what he was doing, you know [staring with 
narrowed eyes] ... . He’d always talk to me, so … I didn’t feel like I was left out. 
 
[When he is working on his PhD] he might seem a bit more concentrated like ... [H]e just 
seems to concentrate a bit more sometimes. He’s just like umm [miming a serious look]. 
Yeah, that’s it. He’s a bit more focussed. Yeah, that’s all.  
 
[When they were really engrossed in their work] they’d kind of mutter things to themselves, 
but they were just talking out loud about what they were doing ... [They were] just into what 
they were doing. They were always into what they were doing - engrossed in their work … [It 
didn’t bother me to see them like that] … because … it was just normal. It’s just the way it 
was ... and it wasn’t bad or good seeing them how they were, it was just, ‘Oh they’re working’ 
… [I]t was no big deal. 
 
Comments made by some of the children raised the idea that simultaneous demands 
on space and equipment also had the potential to cause strains on the relationships 
between the children and the candidates. Two of the children described their 
experiences and perspectives in these ways: 
 
[We all have our own computers] …, so … generally there’s no real sort of interruption [to 
me] as far as that’s concerned ... . But there are books and papers and things all over the place 
and [that bothers me] – yep, absolutely shits me ... . It really bites me sometimes because there 
is crap everywhere ... I know that she has got it organised, but there is a lot of stuff … [I]t can 
be difficult too because … I like to leave my stuff around if I’m in-between doing things, and 
that can’t happen because, you know, “I’m interrupting Mum’s … space” [gesturing quotation 
marks] ... It would be good if it was somewhere else, … [but] it probably suits her, having it 
there ... Also, when she’s [studying] I have to be quiet and I’m told not to disturb her - that’s 
generally a good cause of an argument because the TV sits right [near the study area] … When 
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I come home … I just like to sit down and relax and just watch a little bit of TV or whatever 
and [I’m told I can’t] … so that can be quite frustrating [because] I don’t see Mum moving her 
study ... . But I’ve learnt to just accept that and just, once again, just coped it on the chin ... It 
puts [a lot of] pressure on [me though] - absolutely. 
 
[Dad’s] always [got] papers on the [kitchen] table ... to do with all this PhD stuff ... [T]here’s 
stuff all around in the living environment ... He doesn’t really have a room that’s called a 
study … He puts the lap top up in the kitchen / lounge room - it’s all sort of one … [I]t doesn’t 
bother me that much, [but there is one thing that does annoy and that’s] probably on the 
computer - the space. He takes up a lot [of space] with his work because he puts it on 
“desktop” and it makes the computer run slower when it loads up. That’s the only thing that 
annoys me ...  but not really. He sort of hogs the computer space – yeah.  
 
However, as with the issue of changes in the candidate’s behaviour, the other children 
who commented on this theme, rather than experiencing stress or strain, were blasé 
about the intrusion of their parents’ study activities into their lives: 
 
[Mum] had the study and the dining room [for working on her PhD]. The dining room was 
filled with papers and we didn’t have any guests through that time, so all her paper work was 
in the dining room ... [S]he’d sit at the dining room table [which] was next to the study, so she 
would have those two rooms ... I think she liked just having the space to put all her stuff. She 
knew where it was and she wanted it there. … [It was okay with me] ... It just felt fine [not 
having people around for a meal during those times]. I didn’t really care who came or who 
didn’t. 
 
[S]ometimes we have to negotiate to use the computer … [S]ometimes she’s on the computer 
when I want to use it, but it never causes tensions in our relationship. It was a good excuse 
[for me] to procrastinate ... At times she says she’s going to clean the study, [but] I think 
rather than getting it cleaned, things just got shifted to a different room.   
 
There lots of books and papers and things around the house [but] ... it’s not a great mess. 
Often there’s a lot at the computer, a lot of papers and books and things. [They don’t bother 
me though]. I actually find it nice when they’re not there, but I don’t find it unpleasant when 
they are there. 
 
[Dad doesn’t have a special place where he works on his PhD] ... . He’s got his desk with his 
computer and that, but … he just uses [the kitchen] table. There’s paper and books and things 
around … [but they don’t make a difference to the atmosphere] - they’re just books ... [I don’t 
walk in and think, ‘Ah, gee there is a whole lot of clutter everywhere’].  
 
I know not to disturb all of his stuff [in the study]. ... Apart from that, not too much else 
[affects me] … [N]ormally I use his computer for my school projects because it’s the only one 
with internet access and a reliable printer ... He’d say, ‘… The computer’s free. You can use it 
until so and so, and then I’ll need it back to finish something off’ … It’s normally whenever I 
have a big project – he sort of cuts back a little bit, so I can have a more priority over the 
computer. ... If he ever really needs his computer, I’ll just use mine and save to disk and take it 
[to his study to print out] when he’s finished … . I’ve got a second computer that I’m able to 
use for word processing. 
 
While two of the children participants in this investigation, like those in Katz’ (1976) 
study in which it is reported the children believed that their mother was a good student 
and would complete her program, felt assured that their parents were coping well with 
the demands of their studies, for example: 
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I don’t really think he’d be stressed unless he managed to fall really far behind, with Dad that 
would never happen ... I never see him really worried – unless some how it managed to be all 
deleted and then he’d be worried, but yeah, I’ve never seen him worried [chuckling]. 
 
[H]e’ll fall asleep in the chair watching TVevery now and then. We all [gesturing just accept 
it] yeah he does get a bit tired, but that could be [the PhD] or something else. I don’t really 
know ...  He has never been frustrated about his PhD – no ... Stressed? - not that I’ve noticed 
…. He’s doing what he wants, so I’m happy with that.  
 
seven reported that they observed that their parents were feeling pressured by the 
demands of their doctoral studies. In each of these instances, however, the children’s 
concerns were overridden by their confidence in the candidates being able to cope 
with any pressures that they might be experiencing, for example:   
 
[Sometimes] she looks tired. She gets up early, maybe stays up late sometimes, but can look 
tired, especially after a long time at the computer. [But] I’m not greatly affected by it because 
I feel like she’s strong and she can handle it ... [I don’t think she gets stressed over it]. 
Probably stress is too strong a word. A little bit kind of anxious or … [has] just a bit of 
concern with staying ahead and getting stuff done. She seems to take it all in her stride pretty 
well ... Mum seems to be managing pretty well. 
 
[M]um would … do her research and would come home really drained and also she’s trying to 
work … . She would go to work … and then come home and then be back on the computer … 
and that … sort of concerned me ... Obviously [doing the interviews] would take a lot out of 
Mum … [S]he would come home … sort of a bit tattered … [But] generally … I know Mum 
can look after herself … I generally think she can look after herself and I take that view that 
… she has taken it upon herself  knowing that she is confident in her ability to get it done. ... 
[G]enerally …, she’s confident she’ll get it done and to a pretty good standard.  
 
[S]he does seem frustrated if she  loses data on the tape …and … with the transcriptions … . It 
could be sort of a bit tedious or monotonous … . [It] that could be a bit frustrating for her, 
maybe if she can’t understand what someone is saying on the tape and she has to go over it 
again and again. I think it’s just the fact that it’s so time consuming. [I don’t think she is ever 
really worried] – no, not really. So I think she’s actually fine.  
 
Sometimes he gets tired when he’s working on his PhD. He’s get a bit grumpy when he’s tired 
and had a bad day. He doesn’t want to come home and work on his PhD when he’s just had a 
bad day. He feels all tired - wants to go to sleep … . He keeps working anyway.  I think he 
should sort of get some rest. I think it, but I haven’t told him ... . I don’t know why he gets 
stressed, but sometimes he does get a bit stressed. He just gets a bit frustrated and starts going, 
‘Oh this is really annoying. I just don’t want to do this’. I don’t worry about him because he 
sometimes might get happy about it ... .  Sometimes he tells me he is happy and sometimes I 
can just see that he is by the way he is grinning and singing.  
 
These representative comments show that although the children perceived that on 
occasions their parents struggled with aspects of the doctoral student role and in some 
instances felt concern for their parents’ well-being, in the wider scheme of things, the 
children were confident of their parents’ resilience to pressures and felt assured that 
there was no aspect which was cause for serious worry. 
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The discussion will now consider the ways in which, and the extent to which, the 
children observed other family members were affected by the candidates’ student 
status. It will also comment on the degree of congruence or incongruence the children 
perceived between their various sub-identities within the family member role 
including each interviewee being not only the child of the candidate but also the 
grandchild of the candidate’s parents; the sibling of the candidate’s other children; 
and, the child or step-child of the candidate’s partner. 
 
The general interview question, ‘What do you think it was like for your grandparent/s 
to have your Mum / Dad study for a doctorate?’ elicited a wide range of responses 
from the children. Many of these responses supported information gathered during the 
interviews with the children’s grandparents including: many candidates assuming 
responsibility for maintaining face-to-face interactions with their aged parents; 
candidates’ being available to respond to requests from their aged parents; some aged 
parents providing support in the running the candidate’s family home; and, aged 
parents being positively disposed to the idea of the candidates studying at an elite 
level, despite the aged parents limited understanding of the nature of doctoral study, 
for example: 
 
I haven’t actually really thought about [how my Mum studying might affect my grandmother]. 
Mum does seem to certainly … find the time to spend time with her and take her out and is 
pretty much willing to help her out with any reasonable request, so if she has been adversely 
affected in any way it hasn’t been great. It hasn’t been a big change for her I don’t think ... . 
 
[I don’t think it affects my grandfather] - not really. It might slightly reduce the amount of 
time [Dad] spends with him, but no I don’t think it would have too much of an effect on their 
relationship to be honest. Dad visits [my grandfather] every week, so he is very regular in 
keeping up that contact. 
 
[While Mum is studying] my Nan … frequents … [S]he’ll be here sort of once or twice a 
week, so she sort of frequents the place ... [S]he’s probably the main one to come over.  
She helps out around the place. She likes to be involved and help if she can. 
 
My grandparents … didn’t understand it … . Mum and Dad would explain what they were 
doing to them … but they didn’t know. I think they didn’t have to know … because they were 
just quite happy that their kid was doing a PhD and their kid was going to become a doctor 
and they can brag about that to who ever they want ... . [One set of grandparents didn’t 
provide support for my parents’ studies] … because they live [too far away], but my Grandma 
and Grandpa who live just around the block [did] ... [W]hen we were little … we’d always go 
over there and sometimes my Grandma would make us something to eat. If Mum would say, 
‘I haven’t made anything’, my Grandma would make us something. Maybe it was just the 
little things that they did that helped and that made a big difference [because] Mum didn’t 
have to do [them] … . [I]t was good [at Mum’s graduation] because … there was my Grandma 
and my Grandma and my Grandpa and my Grandpa … all together and they are all proud. … 
[T]hey all had tears in their eyes. It was really nice like [we] were standing up taking pictures 
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and they were just sitting there and it was kind of a mutual thing between them that this was 
what was happening and they were so proud of  Mum … . 
 
I think [my grandparents] were just very proud [that Mum and Dad were studying]; that’s all. I 
couldn’t say [if it made any difference to them] … When [we] were younger my Grandma 
would come round and stay with us … My Grandma has always cooked food for us … so we 
have always had that support. And we’d also go and stay with [my grandparents]  … I got to 
see my grandparents so I didn’t mind. I think the fact that I was able to spend that time with 
my grandparents [was great].       
 
When considered together, these comments indicate that the children perceived that 
the event of their parents’ undertaking doctoral studies had little, if any impact on 
their grandparents’ lives. Indeed, any effects that were identified and described by the 
children were positive.  In consequence, the children experienced no tensions for 
themselves in their parallel sub-identities of (i) grandchild of a doctoral candidate’s 
aged parents and (ii) child of a doctoral candidate.  
 
As to the effects of their parents’ student status on their siblings, while two of the 
children reported positive effects: 
 
Watching them help [my brother] has made me think, ‘Well when I go through VCE it will be 
easy because my Mum and Dad can help me because they … helped [him] and he did well …  
Mum helped [him] quite a bit … . She’s [an expert in one of the subjects he studied] so him 
and Mum, for about two weeks, they went in our dining room and just practised every night, 
so she did that.  … . It’s always good to have someone just to help. 
 
My sister was definitely in the same boat as me [as far as how she was affected by our parents 
doing their PhDs was concerned]. I don’t think she was neglected at all. I think she quite 
enjoyed it that both her parents were studying. I know I did. 
 
and two emphasised its minimal impact:  
 
[Mum studying] probably [affects my brother] less now that he has moved out … because the 
main times when he sees Mum is when she invites him over for a meal or if he drops in; then 
she sort of tends to drop everything, so she can have a chat with him, so probably because he’s 
not around much when she’s studying he wouldn’t notice it so much. He’d just notice it when 
he has to [assist her with some aspect of it] and it takes up a bit of his time. 
 
[T]he only reason a PhD would have had more effect on [my brother’s] life style [than on 
mine] is he’s only recently moved out of home ..., so I’d say there would have been a little bit 
of the same effect that I found when Mum was doing the Master's – quite busy and stuff, but 
by the time we’re this age [in our early 20s] … we’re quite independent, so he wouldn’t have 
been greatly affected by it … . He might have felt a little bit of a need to be caring and 
supportive …, which is something that we might not have felt when she did the Master's when 
we were younger [in our pre and early-teens] ... [I think as we’ve got older, and studied at uni 
ourselves, we’ve been a bit more understanding of what it is like for her to have that kind of 
study commitment] - not that we would have been little brats and terrorised her while she was 
doing the Master's, but  … we probably just wouldn’t have … been able to see how we could 
help in any way with something like that. It was grown ups’ stuff.     
 
most of the children briefly reported being unaware or having little knowledge of the 
effect of their parents’ doctoral student status on their siblings, for example: 
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I’m not sure how [my brother] feels about it. 
 
I don’t know what it’s like for [my brother] to have Dad studying for his PhD. 
 
Oh, I don’t know [what it’s like for my sister having Dad study for a PhD], really. … [W]e 
don’t really discuss stuff like that really.  
 
It doesn’t bother [my brother that my Dad is studying for a PhD]. 
 
I’m not too sure about [my sister], but I don’t think she’d see it the way I do. She probably 
sees it as a massive piece of homework and the due date is three years away or something.  
 
In summary, none of the comments by the children indicated they held any concerns 
about there being negative effect on their siblings arising from their parents studying 
for a doctorate. Hence, they reported experiencing no strain from their two familial 
sub-identities of (i) sibling of a doctoral candidate’s child and (ii) child of a doctoral 
candidate.   
 
When asked to comment on the effect on their non-student parents of their student 
parents3
 
 undertaking study for a doctorate, several of the children, in the same way as 
they responded to enquiries about the consequences on their siblings, claimed to not 
know if their non-student parent was affected, or they indicated they perceived no or 
little effect for their non-student parent, for example: 
I’ve no idea what it’s like for my Mum being married to someone who’s doing their PhD. 
 
I’m not sure. She never comments. [I don’t think it affects her life at all] – nup.  
 
I don’t think she would be affected by [Dad’s studies] really. She doesn’t live here. 
 
I don’t know [if my Dad doing a PhD] affects her at all. 
 
I think it would be a bit of an advantage [that Dad is studying for a PhD] if [Mum] ever 
decided to begin work on a PhD because she’d have someone who’d experienced it all and 
would be there to help and guide her through, if necessary.   
 
others did identify a number of ways in which their non-student parents’ lives were 
affected. Some of these ways were linked to there being limited time available for the 
candidate to spend on activities the couples might normally engage in. One child 
noted simply: 
It’s a bit hard, I suppose, that he is working on it all the time. 
 
others were more specific: 
 
                                                 
3 For the sake of brevity the children’s parents and step-parents have been referred to simply as 
‘parents’; however, the children’s references to step-parents have been recorded verbatim. 
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I think more than anything it probably meant that there was more work for my step-dad [non-
candidate] because … Mum [candidate] and myself were giving priority to study and so … 
my step-dad would be the one left over to do the cooking and do the dishes and that sort of 
thing ... [W]e’d try and help where we could, but he was probably left with the most of that 
sort of housework ... . 
 
Dad [non-candidate] will … pick something up [from the shops] on the way home … Dad will 
do the washing and do a lot of the cleaning ... [H]e likes things clean ... He’ll certainly help in 
the kitchen if it needs to be done or if he’s asked … to help ... . [Mum] [candidate] gets quite 
frustrated at times …; she might be in an important part of her study … [and] if Dad … asks 
her to … give him [a hand with something], you know, ‘Can you do this for me?’… she will 
reference the PhD to the teeth. It’s …, ‘I’m doing this. This is my study [time] … [These are] 
the hours when I am meant to be … working [on my PhD]’ ... . 
   
[I]t may mean that [my-step dad] [non-candidate] has to spend some time doing his … own 
activities, watching something on TV or reading a book, when he might prefer to have a little 
bit of company. [He probably has to] just be careful with arranging outings or … activities to 
be done together. So he certainly probably would be the person most affected, other than my 
Mum [candidate], by the PhD.  
      
[I]t it takes up a lot of [Mum’s] [candidate] time, it gives them less time to do things together, 
which they do try to do … I guess … for every minute that Mum’s working on her PhD, it’s a 
minute that they can’t go and do [things] together and that sort of thing. 
 
In these comments the children noted that the intrusion of the doctoral study 
obligations meant that their non-student parents assumed responsibility for doing 
domestic tasks that usually would be shared by the couple and that their parents’ 
recreation time together was limited. In addition, some children commented on their 
non-student parents having an active role in the production of the thesis: 
 
[B]ecause [Dad’s] from a profession sort of related to doing the PhD, Mum often gets him to 
proof-read things and just offer suggestions and that sort of thing. 
 
I think my [step-dad] would … feel kind … of a duty to offer support with the project and 
with other things. 
 
One interviewee commented on the conceptual challenges that could be faced by a 
non-student parent whose field of employment lies outside academia: 
 
[Dad] certainly supports it, but then I think sometimes it can be a little bit difficult for him to 
comprehend because … in his line of work [promotions are handled differently] … 
[R]ealistically, you don’t really have to go and study for three years to be able to sort of … 
stand on higher ground, you just work your way up ... . Dad’s really good at what he does, but 
he doesn’t really [hesitating] umm … It’s hard to explain, but he’s prob [hesitating again] I 
don’t really want to say it the wrong way, but he’s probably not really open to other people’s 
point of views, whereas Mum has to be because that’s what studying is, you have to take in 
other people’s views and research and formulate your own perspective on it ... Dad is the sort 
of person who has to see it. He will not just read it, so … it’s probably a little bit difficult … 
but he’s supportive and that, and he understands that that’s what Mum wants to do … . 
 
In addition to identifying the ways in which their non-student parents’ lives might be 
affected by the candidates’ student status, the children were asked if they thought that 
enrolment had placed strains on their parents’ relationships. One thought not: 
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[I don’t think that it’s unfair on my step-father] [non-candidate]  because he knows what it’s 
like … He’s done a PhD, so I think he understands and he is supportive.  
 
another thought it did, but only in a very minor way: 
 
It doesn’t [cause stresses in their relationship] that I’ve noticed. Oh possibly, at times, just 
maybe through proof-reading and that sort of thing, like maybe I could be a distraction at 
times and trying to talk to my step-dad when he’s meant to be proof-reading, and then Mum 
will come and say, ‘Oi, he’s meant to be proof-reading’, and that sort of thing. And so we’ll 
sort of get into trouble, but I think … it doesn’t put that much strain. It’s just …, ‘Ah, oi’, you 
know, ‘You are meant to be doing this’ … reminding us in a light-hearted way. 
 
a third acknowledged that there were strains but was satisfied that they were dealt 
with appropriately and was confident of both parents’ commitment to their 
relationship. Of interest is that this interviewee’s assessment of the strength of the 
couple’s relationship lay in part in the observation that the support provided by the 
non-student parent could not augment the couple’s relationship because their 
relationship was already so strong: 
 
There are stresses and tensions – yep, [but] they are dealt with, and the bottom line is there is 
support for her doing it because it’s what she wants to do … . [I don’t think the fact that he is 
supportive necessarily enhances their relationship, though] - not really, no because [I think 
generally Mum and Dad have got a pretty good relationship], so it probably couldn’t have 
been enhanced, so it just sort of added to it [because] … issues are focussed on the PhD. 
 
Comments made by the children of parents who were both studying for a doctorate 
are notable because of the extremely positive view the children had regarding the 
effects of this arrangement on the couple’s relationship. The children described their 
parents as developing close bonds because they experienced simultaneous intellectual 
and personal growth, which the children attributed to their parents’ engagement in 
their doctoral studies:  
  
[Because Mum and Dad were doing their PhDs at the same time] I thought that they could 
share the experiences and not have … one of them doing it and the other one not 
understanding … [T]hey both understood what each other was doing, and so with Chapter one 
– they understand what that needs, or Chapter five they understand what that needs and all the 
data collection and everything. They understood what each other was doing. And I think it 
was good for Mum and Dad that they could talk to each other about it … I could hear them 
talking about it, and I think it was good for them to talk about it to each other and get advice. 
Dad got things from Mum, and Mum got things from Dad; they contributed heaps towards 
each other’s PhDs – heaps. They read over it. Mum would say, ‘Here … read this. Here … 
read this’, yeah, no it was good for them ...  [Doing their PhDs together] helped them grow as 
people. I think they discovered a lot more about themselves because they did it and maybe a 
lot more about each other because Mum and Dad did it and they did it together. And they 
could be closer than what they were because they’ve done this thing and they’ve experienced 
it together.      
 
I think they shared an understanding because they were both doing the same thing. They had 
the respect for one another about what they had to do …, so Dad is going to the caravan and 
says, ‘I’m going to type up the [next chapter]’, and he’d go and Mum would say, ‘Okay, take 
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your time because I’ve done that, so you go and finish it off’, and then he’d come back ... 
[They seemed to be supporting each other as they worked through their PhDs. I didn’t ever 
feel that there was ever any stress or tension because they were both doing it] – no, not to do 
with their work, just normal family things like, ‘Whose job is it to [do whatever]?’. It was 
stuff that you’d just sort of think, ‘Oh well, life’s like that’… They both shared views of what 
each other was doing and they might comment on how each other’s writing styles are … 
because  … they had different writing styles ... they would discuss writing styles and make 
other references to other parts of their work ... they would read over each other’s work and fix 
any - not so much spelling mistakes but different errors in who said what, and was this really 
the correct reference. 
 
In summary, the discussion above indicates that while a number of issues raised 
during the interviews were potentially sources of the children experiencing their 
general role as child within a family and their specific sub-identity of child of a 
doctoral candidate as incompatible, consideration of the comments made by the 
children participants in this study regarding their perceptions, found this was not the 
case. In many instances the children perceived no stress or tensions; in those where 
the children acknowledged some strains did exist, they were also careful to downplay 
the overall importance of these events in moulding their attitudes to their family life in 
general and to the situation of their parents studying for a doctorate. 
 
Related to Proposition 9 is Proposition 10 which is ‘The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set’. As 
indicated in the discussion of Proposition 6 above, owing to their parents having 
studied for pre-doctoral qualifications during the children’s lifetime, for many the 
event of their parents studying was not a new phenomenon and hence the children 
reported that they did not feel that they had significant role accumulation linked to 
their parents’ enrolment. Examples of references made by the children to their 
parents’ history of study during the children’s lifetime included: 
 
Because [Dad’s] … been doing different certificates and that all over … a long period of time, 
... it’s just like another one of them ... . When I was a kid, he always used to … have … nights 
where he [studied] … . [I]t’s just been consistent. He’s just got different degrees and Master's 
and that all the way through, and [his PhD] is just like another thing … just like a long 
consistent thing. 
 
They have always been studying, I guess, ever since I can remember, so it was normal ... . [I]t 
wasn’t like this was something new ... . I don’t really remember them starting their PhDs. I 
can remember it all just as they were finishing ... . I think before they did their PhDs, they did 
their Master's, so it’s kind of just one big thing ... . It was never an issue; it was something that 
was just normal ... It was always normal for me because … they started when I was young ...  
[J]ust after I was born I think [Mum] started her Master's degree, so ever since I was born 
they’ve been studying. 
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The PhD keeps her very busy ... . The Master's was probably a very good little warm up for 
the PhD … . She was doing the Master's [when ] ... I think we were something like 11 and 13, 
I’m guessing actually I don’t really remember how long ago it was, [b]ut yeah she’s been 
studying for a long time [more than 10, maybe 15 years altogether]. 
 
While some children involved in Katz’ (1976) study reported incompatibility in that 
they ‘thought it somewhat odd that their mothers would be studying at such an 
advanced age’ (p. 100)4
 
, possibly reflecting a societal shift to acceptance of the 
concept of lifelong learning and/or familial positive attitudes to education, children 
who participated in this investigation indicated no such reservations.  
In relation to this Proposition it is important to note that although, as indicated here, 
for many children their parents’ student status did not cause notable disruption to their 
lives or leave them with a sense of role accumulation and associated feelings of role 
incompatibilities, some were conscious of their own need to adjust to accommodate 
the needs of their parents, as doctoral students, at certain times and in particular ways 
as described when Proposition 2 was discussed above. That the children believed 
adjustments were needed implies that some degree of strain did precede the children 
making an effort to accommodate incompatibilities between their expectations as a 
family member in general and the expectations their parents had of them in light of 
the parents’ study demands. In the main, however, it is clear that the children were 
unperturbed by, or felt only minimal strain, in the sub-identity of a child of a doctoral 
candidate. Further, because of the degree of flexibility the children had in choosing to 
participate or not in a range of social and community activities, as described when 
Proposition 3 was discussed, and because of the parental support that they received 
for those activities in which they did participate in (see discussion of Proposition 5 
above) in their role as general family member and in various community member 
roles, again any strains felt from accumulation and incompatibilities were 
insignificant. 
   
Proposition 11 complements Proposition 10 in that it facilitates a focus on the effects 
of rewards from role enactment on an individual’s sense of role incompatibility and 
hence role strain. Proposition 11 is ‘The greater the rewards from role enactment, the 
weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’. 
                                                 
4 Katz (1976) informs readers that 41 per cent of the married women in his study were more than 40 
years old, but provides no further information on their ages. 
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Across the children’s various roles and in particular in relation to their being a general 
family member with a sub-identity of child of a doctoral candidate, a single theme 
emerged as particularly pertinent in terms of the rewards the children experienced 
from role enactment. This was the children’s strong sense of the candidates’ main 
priority in life being the welfare of their families and was reflected in numerous 
comments such as:     
 
[Of Dad’s main life activities of: family life, study for his PhD and working at the University, 
his priority is] family [emphatically]. We’ve always been his priority. … [I]f we’ve got to be 
picked up from school or whatever and we can’t … get home another way, he’ll come and 
pick us up, or if it’s raining in the morning and we’d have to catch the bus he’ll come and pick 
us up when we ring him and that ...  He’ll always come and picked us up or do whatever, or 
we can come over [to his place]. He’ll let us come over whenever we want to. If we don’t go 
over one night, we go over another night  … And he always helps us with stuff and that. He’ll 
do anything we ask of him … He’s always had time for us, and he always will make time for 
us around his work because … just usually his main focus is me and my brother and that.  
 
I think [Mum’d] say her family life is her main priority, so she’d put that before … other 
things and I’d agree with that  … I think now that me and my brother have grown up more - 
it’s less of a concern ... but I think that she would put something, like if any problems did 
happen that needed her attention, she’d put that before [anything to do with her studies or 
work as an academic]. 
 
[T]hey were always there for me when I needed their help and they would always dedicate 
time to [my sister] and I to do something like watch a [TV] show or take us to our [sports 
events] or take us anywhere …, so we weren’t deprived of going places … I don’t think there 
was a time when they said, ‘Just go away and leave. I’m just going to finish this.’ …[With 
Dad] if I needed help say with homework I could go out to him and say, ‘Dad have you got a 
few seconds?’ and he’d say, ‘Yeah, sure’ and I’d just … talk to him about something - like 
[one of my VCE subjects] because he used to teach that.  So [I’d say], ‘help me with this’ and 
he’d help me and then I’d go.  
 
As far as support [for my sporting activities], she’s certainly still … very involved. She likes 
coming and watching and … being involved. [Even with me having so many sports 
competitions this year] it’s very rarely that she allowed her study to get in the way of coming 
and watching or anything such as that ... [A]s far as the study is concerned, it was never a case 
of, ‘Look, I’ve got a stack of work on, I can’t come and watch ... [H]er priority first and 
foremost would be her family. 
 
[Dad] mostly works on [his PhD] when [my sister] and I are at school and Mum’s at work, so 
he has time to spend with us, so there is more time for the family. 
 
One of the interviewees captured the spirit in which all of the children, regardless of 
their ages and living arrangements, provided these testimonies to the candidates’ 
dedication to their families. After speaking at length about her belief that the family 
came first for the candidate, she was asked, ‘Is it important to you to be your Mum 
and Dad’s main priority?’ She readily and emphatically responded: 
  
Yes, I wouldn’t want it any other way. 
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The significance of the children providing immediate and clear statements about their 
confidence in their parents’ prioritising family members’ needs, and in particular 
theirs and their siblings, over other facets of their parents’ lives is underscored when 
the children’s nonchalant and blasé responses to questions on other matters related to 
their feelings about aspects of their parents’ studies are recalled (see discussion of 
Propositions 7 and 8 above). The marked contrast indicates the children’s capacities 
for, and willingness to express, a range of emotions during the interviews, and in 
consequence, emphasises the importance to them of this issue over others related to 
their parents’ student status. The children’s perceptions of their parents being 
steadfastly committed to family life and the well-being of family members is 
important because it suggests strongly that the candidates’ general demeanour, 
attitudes and behaviours addressed the children’s emotional needs and imbued them 
with a sense of being respected and supported as a family member. Concomitant with 
this, none of the children felt threatened by, or in competition with, their parents’ 
study demands for interest and attention. This, combined with their parents’ regular 
involvement in the children’s activities, which the children valued (see discussion of 
Proposition 5, above) was that the children felt richly rewarded in their family 
member role, which further diminished the potential for any stresses arising from role 
accumulation and their perceiving incompatibilities of roles in their role set.  
 
Indeed the children’s overall confidence in their having prime position regarding the 
candidates’ life priorities meant that the children typically felt comfortable with the 
notion, and readily accepted that it was necessary for the candidates to devote 
significant time and effort to their studies and to their work as academics, for 
example: 
 
Probably work at the University [is the thing that she spends most time on] just because that’s 
the Monday to Friday sort of job, so that takes up most of the day during the week … [But her 
study also] takes up a lot of her time. And she thinks about it all the time. Sometimes she has 
to get up in the middle of the night because she’ll think of something and she can’t get to sleep 
until she writes it down because she doesn’t want to forget it ... She’s good at doing the 
“Mum-things” … so … [her studying hasn’t] made that much difference [to my life]. 
 
I can’t really say they’d always put us first, but we were always a priority, so it was always us. 
For the big things I definitely felt “first” but for the little things it was okay … it was alright if 
they were doing their PhD. 
 
Overall, Dad would probably spend most of his time on his work at the University – he spends 
most time there ... If it was a major family event [Dad] would probably put family before work 
… [G]enerally for the smaller things, … I don’t really mind, but he might turn up half an hour 
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late for a sports match or not be able to take me to a [sports venue], but I don’t really mind 
because it’s only a small thing. But to the bigger things like significant [sports competitions] 
and birthdays and Christmas and all that, he’s often around for the entire event, which is good. 
[When he comes I get the feeling] that he cares and that he’s there to support us ... [H]e might 
say, ‘I’m really sorry, but I have to cut this short … or come an hour late, but I’ll still be there 
for the majority of the thing’... I’d feel better if he showed up for only 15 minutes rather than 
miss the whole thing. I feel quite grateful that he can find the time to come and watch or help 
out.     
 
[O]bviously going to the end it was [Dad’s] PhD [that he spent most of his time on] … [I]t 
was weekends and every spare moment. Dad wouldn’t come to [our sports activities] some 
nights because [he’d had an idea that he just had to put down]  ... [But] it was alright [with 
me] … especially going to the end [when] it was “PhD – all the way”. … [G]oing to the end 
… he’d sit in the caravan or he made himself [sit] in the study and he’d work on it … [H]e 
was available for us if we needed anything, but we just never did. 
 
[Mum’s] study is pretty damn important … The priority probably at this minute is her PhD 
and understandably too … The family is still … really important, deep down it’s really 
important, but I must confess her PhD is pretty high on the agenda to get finished … and then 
as far as work goes … that’s sort of just a minor thing … [Because she is doing the PhD some 
things with the family are being put off and will be picked up after she has finished but that] 
certainly doesn’t disappoint me … I completely understand. 
 
Several references have been made in the preceding discussions (see Propositions 6, 7 
and 8 above) to the idea that the children’s main preoccupations in life were focused 
on issues and roles not associated with their being the child of a doctoral candidate. 
The idea of individuals separating their various serious role activities with the 
consequence that they reduce potential role strain is address by Proposition 12, which 
is, ‘The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, the weaker the relationship between 
role incompatibility and role strain’.  
 
With respect to this Proposition and the children’s experiences, while the candidates’ 
parents actively chose to separate their sub-identity as aged parent of a doctoral 
candidate from that of social actor so as to avoid potential role strain by simply not 
discussing their offsprings’ doctoral studies in social situations (see discussion of 
Proposition 12, Chapter 5), the circumstances of the children compartmentalising their 
roles was somewhat different. For all of the children, regardless of age and living 
circumstances, it appears, their strong sense of the importance of family membership 
and family life, was complemented by a commitment to notions of individual identity 
and autonomy, and these notions were the primary impetuses for the children 
perceiving themselves to be distant from, rather than intimately involved in, those 
activities that their parents undertook which were not focussed on the family. The 
children made references to these notions in relation to (i) older candidates with 
families in general (‘As long as that’s what they really want’; ‘If they feel comfortable 
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doing it, I recommend doing it. If they don’t feel comfortable, they don’t have to do 
it’; ‘It really depends on the person’); (ii) their parents as candidates (‘It’s his 
decision’; ‘She knew what she was getting into and that was her decision’; ‘If [he] 
wants to do it. I’m not going to say, ‘No’); and, (iii) themselves. It is in the comments 
about themselves and their separateness from the candidates’ activities outside of the 
family domain in general, and in particular their parents’ activities as doctoral 
candidates, that one gains insight into how compartmentalisation was a feature of the 
children’s experiences. These example interview extracts, organised chronologically 
by participant-age, indicate that being a child of a doctoral candidate was something 
that the participants in this study did not regard as central to their major life activities 
and concerns:  
 
[When he is working at home] sometimes he’s working on his PhD and sometimes he’s 
working on his … University things. I don’t know really that much [about what he’s doing]; 
I’m not really into his business, saying, ‘What are you typing?’ ‘What are you doing?’ - I just 
do my own thing.  It doesn’t really worry me what Dad is doing on his PhD and stuff ... I 
don’t know anything about Dad’s PhD … He told me he is working on [hesitating] mmm – 
I’m not sure, but it starts with ‘h’. It might be humanities or human history. It’s something. 
I’m not quite sure what it’s called, though ... That’s all I’ve really got to say on that.  
 
Surprisingly, [I don’t know] too much [about his study]. I know he is studying for a PhD, 
which is quite an important thing. It’s sort of the ultimate thing you can do in a certain area ... 
I know not to disturb his stuff … - apart from that not too much else ... I think I was about six 
when he first had the idea [of studying for a PhD]. I think a six year old doesn’t really 
understand the workings of universities; I was worrying about how to get my duplo to stand 
up, not what Dad was doing. Now I’m older, I’ve got my own life to live … [I don’t ever wish 
Dad could be doing things with me when he is studying] because [that’s when] … I’m at 
school … There might be an occasional time when I’ll have sort of a day off, but now I can 
usually entertain myself. [For me now there is a bit of a balance between spending time with 
Dad and also just doing things that I just enjoy doing alone]. 
 
He’s doing a PhD. He told me what it was all about, but I forget ... [I’m] not sure what you 
have to do to get a PhD … . I’ve seen it all, but [hesitating] ...  I’m not sure what it’s like for 
my Dad to be doing it. … He gets his papers out and he goes, ‘Would you like to have a 
read?’ but I usually decline because they’re that big [indicating a large wad] and [I say], ‘No, 
I’m right’. .. [Sometimes] I just like skim through it, and maybe look at some diagrams ... I 
don’t really get right into it ... It’s interesting, but it’s not my main type of priority. 
 
[Now I’m at uni] a lot of the time I can sort of be my own person … I’m happy for Mum to be 
involved [in my activities], but I don’t want her to feel as if she has to be … It’s nice to have 
her there … and have her involved but it’s not a massive thing ... It’s funny, it’s probably a 
little bit ignorant, but I don’t take a lot of interest in the activities that Mum’s pursuing  - and 
that’s being completely honest, although it’s probably not very nice, but that’s probably the 
truth ... Like I said before as well, I leave her to do, you know, what she is doing and I don’t 
want to, you know, I don’t need to sort of get involved too much.     
 
By the time we’re this age … we’re quite independent [and her studying for a PhD doesn’t 
affect us that much] ... Funnily, when we were younger it didn’t affect us that much either 
because - it was grown ups’ stuff. 
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In her study, which drew on data collected from return-to-study women and their 
partners, Kelly (1987) made a similar observation regarding older children when she 
noted: 
… particularly those in mid- to late adolescence, were more subdued in their interest … . This 
may be due to the well-known egocentricity of adolescents. Typically they were more 
concerned about their own development, schooling and employment ambitions than those of 
their mother. (p. 89)   
 
To conclude, it seems that this Proposition is especially significant for gaining insight 
into the children’s overall lack of experience of role strain in relation to their being a 
child of a doctoral candidate. It is not only important as a stand-alone Proposition, but 
it is also important, as is evident in the discussions throughout the Chapter, because of 
its interconnectedness with and influence on phenomenon addressed by other 
Propositions. For the children their sense of detachment from their parents’ role as 
doctoral candidate, along with their strong sense of the candidates’ commitment to the 
well-being of family members, combined to ensure any stress or tensions they did feel 
were regarded as relatively unimportant. 
 
While Chapters 5 and 6 have presented the perspectives of the candidates’ parents and 
children, respectively, Chapter 7 will examine in detailed how the candidates’ partners 
experienced the candidates embarking on doctoral studies during the couples’ mid-
life.   
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Chapter 7   Findings: The partners’ perspectives 
 
Introduction 
Chapters 5 and 6 presented the perspectives of the candidates’ (i) parents and parents-
in-law and (ii) children, respectively. Using the same structural format, Chapter 7 will 
now focus on the candidates’ partners’ descriptions of the ways in which and the 
extent to which the candidates’ enrolment impacted on (i) family life, (ii) the couples’ 
relationship and (iii) the candidates’ management of their responsibilities across their 
major life roles of family member, doctoral student and academic. The six partners 
who were interviewed provided information against varied backgrounds including 
personally: (i) having little or no interest in academia, (ii) having contemplated 
doctoral studies themselves, (iii) being enrolled at the same time as their partner or 
(iv) having already acquired a doctorate.  
  
Outline of partners’ perspectives 
Table 7.1 Outline of findings for participant category of partner 
Theoretical Construct I    Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations  
Theme 1 Consensus of role expectations        
 
Proposition 1:  The more individuals perceive consensus in the 
expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
1. He says his family is his first priority; that goes a long way with 
me. I’d have to say, in practice it does seem to work out that way. 
2. He and I sacrifice our personal pursuits because we want the 
children to have the greatest range of sporting, educational, 
musical and other different learning opportunities. 
3. I have some underlying resentment that I literally have no 
personal time or space and little time with just my husband 
because we have such busy lives. 
4. I’m just as thrilled as he is about his enrolment. 
5. There is a need and purpose for my husband having a PhD 
because he’s a career academic. 
6. He would fulfil his function at the University more than 
adequately; he would do that well whether he had a PhD or not. 
7. I remember her talking to the children and myself of course 
about the possibility of her doing a PhD, as the people most likely 
to be affected. 
8. It was something that evolved. It was something that she 
decided to do. There wasn’t real consultation. 
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Theme 2 Clarity of role expectations     
 
Proposition 2:  The greater the perceived clarity of role 
expectations, the less the role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
9. We have looked at our various roles and got pretty good 
agreement on what each of us is to do.  
10. It’s not so much a continual negotiation as a continual 
adjustment. Sometimes I need to do slightly more, sometimes less. 
11. I made it clear that I was happy enough supporting my partner 
while she studied. 
12. We’re always working it out. Just negotiating and working it 
out. ‘Okay, well if that doesn’t work, what about this?’ 
13. If there was any inkling of him taking me for granted, I would 
get very annoyed, make my feelings known, and we would have to 
renegotiate.  
14. As a parent, he knew I had certain expectations of him. By the 
same token, as a student I also expected him to do the work done. 
I would have exploded if I had carved out time for him to do the 
work and it wasn’t getting done. 
15. If you have a relationship in which you can’t negotiate you’re 
in huge trouble if you take a PhD on.  
16. I don’t like to be told that I’m unsupportive. 
17. We have different perceptions of what ‘supportive’ is; that’s 
how the relationship has degenerated in terms of me being a 
partner. 
 
 
Theme 3 Degree of diversification of roles       
 
Proposition 3:  The greater the diversification of a person’s roles, 
the less consensus the person will perceive in the expectations 
about those roles. 
 
Repeating ideas 
18. How do I see myself in the role of partner of a doctoral 
candidate? – a touch [sarcastically] over burdened. 
19. Sometimes, I wonder, ‘Is it all worth it? Are we trying to do 
too much? What long term impact will it have on the children?’ 
20. I couldn’t, with the best will in the world, imagine how it 
could work if I were working too. 
21. We both would like a nice renovated house, but the price 
would be too high just at this stage. 
 
 
Theoretical Construct II   Activity and rewards 
Theme 4 Prescribed activity 
 
Proposition 4:  The more activity that individuals believe is 
prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and this is a 
curvilinear relationship. 
 
Repeating ideas 
22. I can’t recall ever thinking that I just needed a break from all 
that was expected of me. 
23. There is an ever-present, low level of anxiety that I have 
forgotten something because I feel I’m the main one responsible 
for running our household and my mother-in-law’s affairs.  
25.  Sometimes when he talks about problems at his university, I 
think, ‘Why are you telling me this? I don’t really want to know. I 
don’t give a damn, so shut up’. 
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 26. I have a bigger role in keeping everything going. I run the 
home, and more responsibility for caring for the children has 
fallen to me.  
27. I insist he spends time with the children - letting them know 
they are important and they are loved by him. I insist he withdraw 
completely from his studies to be with them. 
28. I’ve got a very good relationship with my step-children which 
has partly came about because I spend time with them when my 
wife’s studying. 
29. At times the complete burden of caring for the children falls to 
me, and I use the word ‘burden’ literally because it can be very 
stressful. I do not - I repeat, I do not - enjoy having to do it all. 
30. I think that marriage is supposed to be an equal partnership, 
but like anything in life, it’s not always fair and it’s not always 
equitable. I resent that I have to take up the slack at times.  
31.  I do whatever has to be done; it can be wearing, but I accept 
this is the way it has to be until she’s finished. 
32. I don’t really have the time or opportunity to do anything other 
than work full-time and be a full-time family member. 
33. It is variable. Sometimes I internalise the stress I feel; 
sometimes I express it. 
 
 
Theme 5 Delegation of prescribed activity       
 
Proposition 5:  The more individuals delegate prescribed activities, 
the fewer prescribed activities they have. 
 
Repeating ideas 
34. My mother-in-law’s a wonderful support. Her involvement’s 
been essential to us coping and maintaining a positive home 
atmosphere. 
35. Our parents are all too old to help out and would not want to 
step outside their routines. 
36. My brother and his wife live near my parents. They’re the 
first-port-of-call for Mum and Dad, if ever they need assistance. 
37. Mum doesn’t live close-by. We’d probably visit her more if 
my wife wasn’t doing her PhD work. 
38. My mother-in-law adores and dotes on her grandchildren, and 
nothing we asked of her was ever too much trouble.  
39. The children are constantly there. There is no-one to help out. 
We accept that as our lot in life, but it would be nice occasionally 
to have some time just together. 
40. I haven’t got time to be on the children’s school council, 
although I probably would be a suitable member.  
41. Because the children are older, doing some chores regularly 
was an accepted part of how we were as a family. 
42. The children are young, so their chores are a token 
contribution really, and I usually end up being involved. 
 
 
Theme 6 Role accumulation – prescribed activity       
 
Proposition 6:  The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
number of prescribed activities. 
 
Repeating ideas  
43. He asks me to proof read and I’ll say, ‘Okay, is it important 
that I read this? Because I don’t want to’. 
44. I’m someone to bounce ideas off. 
45. She doesn’t want to talk about her study more than I would 
really want – no, not at all. Sometimes, I introduce the topic. 
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46. When he gets overwhelmed … I just try to be there for him. 
47. I’ve done a lot of computer-aided stuff on it at various times. 
48. I think I was happy about being involved. 
 
Theme 7 Role accumulation – rewards       
 
Proposition 7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
reward one perceives from role enactment. 
  
Repeating ideas 
49. The benefits? I can’t think of any really. 
50. It’s the nature of our relationship. We just do everything - we 
get involved in projects together. 
51. He wouldn’t want to discuss his PhD with me, so I feel 
undervalued and depreciated. 
52. Because my wife is studying for a PhD, I know a lot more 
about the system and the process.  
 
 
Theme 8 Reward, activity and role strain       
 
Proposition 8: The greater the reward individuals perceive from 
their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship between 
the amount of activity and role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
53. I’m quite proud of her as a student; she’s stuck with it. 
54. I think my partner is a very capable and competent student and 
academic, and he’s always worked around things so that he could 
spend time with the family. 
55. ‘Doctor___ ___’, hearing it said makes me smile. He has 
worked hard for that title, and I’m so proud of him.  
56. One of things that’s been very positive is that there is now an 
expectation in our home that all of the children will go to 
university. 
 
 
Theoretical Construct III   Role incompatibility 
Theme 9 Role incompatibility       
 
Proposition 9:  The more individuals think their roles are 
incompatible, the greater their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas   
57. The kids came along part way through the process; they 
haven’t known anything else. 
58. It’s a big thing for our family. Our family life is based on 
mutual respect and sharing. The children are very good at 
making sure my wife’s got plenty of head space to do her PhD. 
59. He has become better as a parent because he now 
understands things better and is able to access information. 
60.  We both want the children to enjoy their childhood, have 
fun and be happy. We make sure they participate in a range of 
activities and that we interact with them. They’re well adjusted.  
61. His parents ask, ‘How are you going with your study?’ and 
he says, ‘Oh, very busy, very busy’. They don’t understand 
what’s involved in doing a PhD.  
62. My parents are very proud. They say he’s the first person to 
have studied for a doctorate that they know or have ever known. 
They like the idea of having a doctor in the family. 
63. My wife is a very sensitive, caring daughter-in-law. 
64. There’s never time for my wife to relax, but she says if she 
didn’t visit her parents regularly she would feel guilty. 
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65. My term is, ‘He’s in the PhD zone’. I found him being 
distant very hurtful and took it personally.  
66. The demands of his academic work have placed incredible 
stress and pressure on him. The uni expects too much.   
67. My paid work is something that’s all consuming too, but the 
demands on me are overlooked. 
 
Theme 10 Role accumulation and incompatibility        
 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set. 
 
Repeating ideas  
68. I worried when she changed from the Master’s to the PhD. It 
was the effect on herself esteem if it ended as a ‘failed attempt’ 
that I was afraid of. She’d have nothing. 
69. There was a very bad stretch; she was going to chuck it in. I 
would have been disappointed for both of us because of all the 
effort we’d put in. 
70. The general populace doesn’t understand doctorates. 
Sometimes it’s probably better not to say you have one.  
71. When he started, we had a very young family and I resented 
him wanting to spend time socialising with other students. I 
feared I’d end up with a teenager. 
72. You need to have a solid relationship to go into it. It’s 
divisive; one party is taken away and could get puffed up at the 
notion of how important they are. 
73. My mother warned, ‘You be very careful. He could leave - 
after all you’ve done supporting him. He’ll have all the papers 
and you’ll have nothing. 
74. I suppose, deep-down, I’m a bit jealous. 
75. It’s been there big time as an influence on our relationship 
and its influence hasn’t been for the better. 
76. I suppose when it’s finished I’ll feel better. I look forward to 
restoring, renewing and repairing what it’s done to us. 
77. Having the opportunity to describe how I feel is like therapy. 
 
 
Theme 11 Rewards and role incompatibility       
 
Proposition 11:  The greater the rewards from role enactment, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas  
78. When we go on holidays, she’ll take some reading. That’s 
fine. I try to encourage her to finish. 
79. It’ll be over eventually. We look forward to that. It’s been a 
long time - a long, drawn out, time. 
80. I said, ‘Okay you can have every Sunday’. Then I got really 
frustrated; I wanted him around. We had four children under 
five. We then tried one weekend a month - that worked. That’s 
how he finished.    
81. I personally couldn’t sacrifice a weekend with my family - 
not on a regular basis. 
82. We made time to look at each other and say, ‘How are you?’ 
and then listen.  
83. I just want respect for me in my role. That’s what I’m owed. 
84. We don’t regularly set aside time for just the two of us, so I 
have a bit of a sad life. My relationship with my husband is 
somewhat strained, but I have hope, and I want to persevere. 
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Theme 12 Compartmentalisation and incompatibility       
 
Proposition 12: The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
85.  I detest that my work follows me home. I need breathing 
space and I have none. 
86. He made every effort for his PhD studies not to detract from 
family life. I have to congratulate him for that. 
87. It has a pervasive effect on one’s life. The overall feeling is 
of the Sword of Damocles hanging over your head. It’s stressful. 
 
 
 
* The total number of partners interviewed (N) = 6. 
 
Theoretical narrative 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations 
Two issues emerge as being particularly important in a general sense in relation to 
Proposition 1. These are (i) the candidates’ and the candidates’ partners’ individual 
and joint commitment to the notion of “family life” and (ii) the extent to which the 
candidates’ partners were in agreement with the candidate having the role of doctoral 
student and, in consequence, themselves acquiring the sub-identity of ‘partner of a 
doctoral candidate’.  
 
Comments made by several of the candidates’ partners regarding (i) their perceptions 
of, and attitudes towards, the candidates’ commitment to family life and (ii) their own 
perspectives on family life, have been selected for consideration here because they are 
relevant not only to Proposition 1, but are of special significance to the investigation 
overall because, as will emerge in the discussion, they underpin and are interrelated to 
comments made by all four categories of participants across a number of Propositions. 
 
Proposition 1 states ‘The more individuals perceive consensus in the expectations 
about a role they occupy, the less their role strain’. Declarations made by the 
candidates’ partners corroborated statements made by the candidates’ parents (see 
discussions of Propositions 7, 8, 9 and 10, Chapter 5) and the candidates’ children 
(see discussions of Propositions 5 and 11, Chapter 6) and foreshadow comments made 
by the candidates (these are reported in Chapter 8, which follows), regarding the 
candidates’ main priority during candidature being the welfare of family members, 
and in particular the well-being of the couples’ children. Further, the comments 
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indicated that the candidates’ partners endorsed this in both principle and practice. 
Their endorsement was reflected in the partners’ expressions of appreciation of, and 
agreement with, the candidates’ behaviours, and in some partners’ claims that they, as 
partners, played a significant role in raising the candidates’ awareness of the 
importance of certain ways of behaving that reinforced the notion that family issues 
and concerns were indeed the candidates’ main priority in life. For example three of 
the candidates’ partners reported:  
 
[H]e is a responsible, organised, loving parent … [H]e’ll try not to let [the PhD] impinge upon 
our daily activities or our weekly activities or our annual holidays ... . He’s … intensely 
concerned about his own family first … He certainly says it’s his priority and …, ‘Yes, well in 
practice it does seem to work out that way’ ... [I]f you decide to create a child, if you decide to 
be a part of a family you’ve got a responsibility to ensure that you feel satisfied that you’ve at 
least tried to do your best ... I have a career [and] I [too] see [my role as a family member] as 
my bigger more important role.  
 
His family is first … He is very devoted to his children and attentive to me.  
 
[H]e has the responsibility in the working out of our lives not to overdo [the time he puts into 
his PhD] … I was never prepared for him to … have this attitude that we’re intruding on his 
PhD. … [B]eing married to somebody whose primary life is somewhere else [and not 
focussed on family life] would be a real problem for me ... . I’m very careful that he never 
gave them the message that what he is doing is more important than them. Now, they don’t 
have access to him all of the time because he needs to get it done. But it’s work; it’s not more 
important than them. And I think as I showed him how to be with [the children] he’s 
understood more how to be with me. I’m more than happy for [him] to say, … ‘I’m very busy; 
can we get together in an hour?’ not, ‘I don’t have time for you now!’ And there are many 
ways to give that message, so I think I’ve shown him how to do it with the children and I think 
he learned to do it with me. 
 
While the second and third quotations presented above suggest that these two 
candidates’ partners believed that their children and they enjoyed parity in the 
candidate being responsive to both generations’ needs, this was not typical of what 
candidates’ partners who participated in this investigation reported was their 
experience. Indeed, several of the partners indicated that they believed their own 
needs, and in some instances those of the candidates, were subsumed or subordinated 
by those of the children. For example, two interviewees noted: 
 
A lot of support and caring is my ideal family type ... [While studying for her PhD] she 
certainly cared for the children a lot and this was something I wanted, so I’m not disappointed 
in her.  
 
[A]s far as we were both concerned [our professional roles] should have the least impact on 
the children. … [We] didn’t want them to miss out … on any … extra curricular activities 
because we were unavailable. ... Since he commenced his PhD, it’s had some impact on our 
family life …, but … [he]’s … tried to make the maximum amount of time available to the 
children and their activities and perhaps denied himself the opportunity to do other things or 
denied me access to him and his time because of his focus on his PhD ... [He] and I sacrifice 
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our personal pursuits because we want the children to have the greatest range of sporting and 
educational and musical and other different learning opportunities. 
 
In these acknowledgements by the candidates’ partners of priority within the family 
domain being given to the couples’ children’s needs, it appears that there was tacit 
agreement between these candidates’ partners and the candidates that this was 
appropriate for their situation wherein too little time was available for individuals to 
adequately meet all the behaviours which would normatively (Burr 1973 p. 132) be 
associated with each of their major life roles. Notwithstanding that this was the case 
for most of the candidates’ partners who were interviewed, the potential for them 
nevertheless experiencing frustration with this aspect of their family life was 
acknowledged by one partner, who noted: 
 
In a lot of ways we have taken away from our own personal time and space to accommodate 
all of the children’s activities … . I don’t know how [my partner] feels about that. … [H]e is a 
very giving person, but I probably have some underlying resentment that I literally have no 
personal time or space and little time with just my husband because we have … children, … 
lead demanding professional lives and … have a very busy family-life schedule of activities. 
 
This was in keeping with tentative speculations made by several of the candidates’ 
parents (and previously cited in the discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 5) who, when 
asked if they thought there were any negative impacts on the lives of the candidates’ 
partners as a consequence of the candidates’ student status, commented 
sympathetically, ‘[I]t makes it a bit hard on [my daughter-in-law] at times …, when 
he has that much work to do … I think that their wives must suffer a bit because there 
is so much study in it’; ‘[It] could not have been easy [when my son was doing his 
PhD] with youngsters around the place because you rely such a lot on the cooperation 
of your partner’; and, ‘I’d say … if you’re studying a lot, it’s not going to bring you a 
lot closer [as a couple]’. It also echoed the findings of earlier investigations; for 
example, Legako and Sorenson (2000 p. 216) reported the majority of partners in their 
study believed, ‘the long hours required for [postgraduate] study … pulled the 
student-spouse outside the marital relationship’ and that this was detrimental to their 
marriages (see also Brannock, Litten & Smith 2000; Brennan & Black 1984; Coombs 
& Fawzy 1982; Feldman 1974; Gilbert 1982; Gold 2006b; Gruver & Labadie 1975; 
Katz, Monner, Libet, Shaw & Beach 2000; McLaughlin 1985; Maclean & Peters 
1995; Meehan & Negy 2003; Sales, Shore & Bolitho 1980). Indeed, as cited 
previously (see Chapter 2), Rohr, Rohr and McKenry (1985 p. 62) wrote of how 
partners can feel ‘left out’, and Norton, Thomas, Morgan and Tilly (1998 p. 2) wrote 
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how the shift of return-to-study students’ attention away from their partners to their 
studies ‘is so potentially devastating that it has been likened to one of the partners 
having an affair’. 
 
A second issue of importance regarding this Proposition, with its focus on consensus, 
is the extent to which the candidates’ partners were in agreement with the candidate 
having the role of doctoral student and, in consequence, themselves acquiring the role 
of ‘partner of a doctoral candidate’. While this issue is important in its own right, it is 
also important in that if individuals are not convinced of the rationale for others close 
to them taking on a particular role, if that role is seen to impinge in negative ways on 
the life of the individual, any strains experienced are likely to be compounded.  
 
While two of the candidates’ partners expressed unreserved support for the candidates 
embarking on doctoral studies, for example: 
 
I’m just as thrilled as he is about all this [that is, the candidate’s enrolment]. 
 
[The idea of her doing it was something that I readily supported because] I suppose I had a 
vested interest … I knew she wanted to do it. She had the inclination to do it. I wasn’t [going 
to try to talk her out of it].  
 
others supported the idea of the candidates’ doctoral student status only to the extent 
that it was linked to the candidates’ career security and/or advancement: 
 
I think that [my husband] has embarked upon a PhD because it’s a necessary requirement of 
his work … I can see a need and purpose for my husband having a PhD because he’s a career 
academic ... As an academic its not just … a personal pursuit [or] a personal achievement, ... 
as far as the University is concerned it’s a necessity if you are going to be considered at all 
seriously. 
 
We are both in agreement that [her enrolment in a PhD] is a good career move for her. Over 
the years though, she has resisted. She is on her way now, but there were several years of stop-
start and working out if it was necessary to do it.  
 
[E]ven though a lot of people place a lot of emphasis on getting a doctorate, having a 
doctorate, per se, and perhaps being married to someone who has a doctorate … that was 
never my thing really. I was always more concerned with what it actually means in our lives 
as our lives go on. If it enhances our lives - great. Just being able to say that he’s got it never 
bothered me one way or the other, and if it were just for that, if it were not for the other 
benefits I probably wouldn’t have had any patience at all for it … . [T]hat his job is more 
secure …  that he gets more money – obviously, now that’s not insignificant when you are 
raising children, but primarily it wasn’t the doctorate itself ... [It’s] just a means to an end … . 
 
I’m happy for her because it’s opening doors. 
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While many partners accepted that a doctoral qualification had become crucial for 
administrative purposes, some nevertheless were cynical about, and contested the 
notion that, studying for a doctorate would necessarily enhance the candidates’ 
abilities to fulfil their academic role obligations. One partner angrily expressed this 
view when she recalled the couples’ initial discussions about the possibility of the 
candidate enrolling:  
 
He probably … said, … ‘[T]he University demands it. I don’t want to do it. I don’t think I 
need to do it, but if they are going to take me seriously [I have to do it]. It’s all about … their 
perceptions, not my … capabilities … . You can’t be taken seriously in a university 
atmosphere unless you’ve got a PhD’. And I probably said, ‘Oh, that’s a load of shit! You’ve 
got a breadth of knowledge. You’ve studied across so many fields … [and you have] a wealth 
of experience’. I think that he would [fulfil his function at the University] more than 
adequately and I think he would do that well whether he had a PhD or not.  
 
This view is reminiscent of one of the candidate’s parent’s comments; she noted: 
 
[I]t’s sad that somebody who has got an excellent job and contract as [my daughter] did and 
then they say, ‘Well really, I suppose if you want to go on, you ought to get your doctorate’... 
[W]ill [my daughter] do any better job once she’s got her doctorate? I can’t see it myself ... I 
think that she won’t do any better job being pushed forward. 
 
As to the extent to which candidates conferred with their partners prior to enrolment, 
while some partners had clear recollections of being consulted and/or involved in 
discussions, for example: 
 
I remember her talking to [the children] and myself of course [about the possibility of her 
doing a PhD], as the … people most likely to be affected.    
 
with one recalling his part in initiating the discussions: 
 
I was the prime mover, I think, in the discussion of my wife starting a PhD in the first place. 
 
others typically had less precise recollections about pre-enrolment consultations 
between themselves and the candidates. Further, in some instances for partners in this 
group their comments suggested that across a spectrum, they experienced varying 
degrees of feelings of disempowerment in the process of the candidates making a 
decision to enrol: 
 
It was something that she decided to do. There wasn’t real consultation. There wasn’t real 
consultation about it, but it was something that evolved over a period of time. She never came 
up to me and said, ‘I don’t care what you think, I’m going to do this’. That never happened. 
[However, I wasn’t really asked what I thought about it. I guess bit by bit I was just told she 
was going to do it].  
 
The decision that he study for a PhD was probably made in consultation with me, but I have 
no recollection whatsoever, it was too long ago … He would have thought that it was 
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necessary because the University thought that it was necessary, and I would have just said, 
‘Well, you just do what you always do, you do what you want and I’ll just come along for the 
ride.’ 
 
In summary, with regard to Proposition 1 overall, it is clear from comments made by 
the candidates’ partners that they perceived that there was consensus among family 
members regarding the belief that the well-being of the family unit should be the 
candidate’s priority in life and that the interests of the family overall were best served 
by the candidate and themselves devoting considerable time and attention to 
addressing the needs of the children.  The consequence of this on the partners was that 
they, in their two familial roles of ‘partner of a doctoral candidate’ and ‘parent of 
children of a doctoral candidate’, often set aside their needs in the dyadic relationship 
with the candidate to ensure those of the children were met. It seems that in doing so, 
the candidates’ partners were simultaneously enacting (i) their partner role in ways 
that defused potential strains and stresses arising from pressures on the candidates’ 
time and energies, which were compromised because of the candidates’ study 
commitments, and (ii) their parent role in ways that reinforced their own, that is the 
candidates’ partners’, commitment to their children’s quality of life experiences. 
Underlying this stance, however, for some participants was their feeling exasperated 
that pressures on time meant they relentlessly had to forgo pursuing their interests 
outside the family and aspects of their partner-relationships to accommodate the needs 
of others. The frustrations that some partners felt with this situation may well have 
been further exacerbated when partners experienced reservations about the rationale 
for the candidates embarking on doctoral studies at this stage in their personal and 
professional lives.  
 
The effect of perceived clarity of role expectations is the focus of Proposition 2 which 
is ‘The greater the perceived clarity of role expectations, the less the role strain’. From 
comments made by the candidates’ partners it is apparent that the issue of clarity of 
role expectations is relevant to several, sometimes disparate and sometimes 
interrelated, dimensions of the experiences of partners participating in this study.  
 
One of the candidates’ partners, who himself had completed a doctoral qualification 
many years prior to the candidate’s enrolment, simultaneously addressed both 
Propositions, 1 with its focus on consensus, and 2, with its focus on clarity, when he 
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reported that he and the candidate shared clear understandings about how he would 
fulfil the role of partner of a doctoral candidate. He described his situation in this way: 
  
[W]e have looked at our various roles and got pretty good agreement on what each of us is to 
do ... [We have agreed], for example,  [with] the running of the household in terms of 
housework, cooking, that sort of business, I take a major role in trying to free up my wife for 
her PhD work, without her feeling guilty or anything like that. I think head-space is a very 
important issue here ... [I] spend time driving [the children] around … [I’m] available for 
talking about their homework or other matters to do with their social life perhaps, when my 
wife is engaged with her PhD studies … I … take a slightly larger role in giving her some 
head space there [that is, with parenting] too.  
 
He and others, however, indicated that achieving clarity of expectations for 
themselves involved a dynamic process, rather than a static understanding: 
 
I suppose … I’m changing all the time [as a partner and as a parent]. I hope I’m changing for 
the better in that I can understand more clearly what roles I might play in supporting my wife 
in her studies and what roles I might play in supporting the family ...  [I]t’s not so much a 
continual negotiation as a continual adjustment. Sometimes there is a requirement for me to do 
slightly more, sometimes slightly less … [W]e are continually monitoring the sort of state of 
the house, the state of each other, the things to be done.  
 
When she started off … she was working long hours and I was working less, and so actually I 
was doing a larger part of the housework and I’d cook the meals. [T]hat was our situation … 
[N]ow I’m working full-time, she does … most of the housework and the cooking meals and 
so on.  [The division of household tasks] is something that happens to evolve more than [being 
determined] by negotiation. … [There are] … roles we just fall into ...  I did quite a lot of 
childcare for the kids in the early days [of their lives while my wife was getting started with 
her studies].  
 
Of interest here is that, reminiscent of comments made by the candidates’ partners 
when they described how the candidates’ decision to enrol had evolved over time (see 
discussion of Proposition 1, above), both of these partners de-emphasised the part of 
negotiation or focussed discussions between themselves and the candidates in their 
reaching understandings about their, that is the candidates’ partners’, expected role 
behaviours. Further, neither of these interviewees indicated that they felt any stress or 
tension as a consequence of this lack of consultation. On the contrary, both made 
quite positive comments about their circumstances in relation to this issue; they noted:  
 
I do a lot of the cooking, and the cleaning …, which for me is … very useful ... [I]t gives me a 
sort of purpose within the family that I enjoy ... I’m getting better at [supporting my wife’s 
studies through taking on more household responsibilities]. None of it, I’ve found to be 
negative ... [T]here is never any tension that emerges from this [that is, how I need to adjust in 
response to the demands of her study on her]. 
 
We didn’t ever talk explicitly about my role - not in depth …, but I made it clear that I was 
happy enough doing it [that is, supporting my partner while she studied]. [Because my partner 
was studying] I did a lot of [caring for the children when they were young]  ... I liked that a 
lot. 
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Other partners, who too described achieving clarity of expectations as a dynamic 
process, however, reported that they regularly had discussions with the candidates 
regarding role expectations. While often these discussion were congenial, for 
example: 
 
It’s always working it out …, just negotiating and working out and ‘Okay, well if that doesn’t 
work, well, what about this?’ 
 
I was quite clear in articulating [what I thought it was reasonable for me to do] … I didn’t 
stew on it ... [The things I did to help create chunks of uninterrupted time when he could work 
on his studies at home] I did happily. It wasn’t a grudging thing.  
 
at times they were preceded by candidates’ partners experiencing a range of emotions 
from some disquiet to anger about candidates’ expectations of them in their role as 
partners of doctoral candidates, and represented an effort on the part of the couples to 
de-escalate rising tension and stresses, for example: 
 
[W]e negotiated very well at the beginning, and … he clearly understood where I was coming 
from … I [am] supportive, when necessary, but … it could be disastrous … because … you 
could feel … that you became less important to the person to whom you should be the most 
important … .  
 
[Our roles at various times] had to be negotiated, … and … it’s an ongoing thing … I am 
prepared … [to] take on the extra responsibilities of the mundane nature …, and if there was 
any inkling of that being taken for granted I would get [very annoyed]. I would make my 
feelings known, and so then we would have to renegotiate … . 
 
[I’m] pretty satisfied [with the strategies he uses to manage his study and his family life]. 
They’ve worked. They’ve taken [effort though]. They didn’t all just happen. … [T]here were 
times when things weren’t working and I would then go away and figure it out … and … say, 
‘This is how it might work’. ‘Would this work for you?’ and then he can tell me what his 
requirements are. You do have to be able to negotiate. You do have to be able to work it out.  
[I knew if it wasn’t working for me because] I’d be angry; I’d be irritated … . If it’s not 
working it would drive me insane, ... so I’d intervene early. ... [At times I thought], ‘It’s an 
unreasonable request’ … ‘If that’s what you want then … perhaps you do need a divorce. Go 
ahead and live in a flat by yourself’.  
 
[I feel quite comfortable with the level of support I am required to give him], but … I had to 
fight for that … I have to say, ‘Okay, I understand that [you have a lot to do] but this is how 
much I can give ... [O]nce that’s done, [if you are expecting me to do more] you’re 
endangering your family relationships … because I will resent it. I’m telling you now that I’ll 
resent it and you could well end up at the end of the day “Doctor Whatever” and have all the 
time in the world and have nothing else’, because I wouldn’t be prepared to stay in a broken 
relationship [that is, one in which my needs are overlooked] ... I just would hate it ... And so 
we would have to negotiate all the time. 
 
These examples, the last of which includes a partner’s verbatim account of her 
contribution to an exchange with a candidate wherein she was endeavouring to clarify 
her role responsibilities, indicate that for some, discussions focussing on clarifying 
role expectations could be emotionally charged owing to candidates’ partners’ 
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concerns about candidates, on account of their doctoral student status (i) 
overburdening their partners with too many tasks and/or (ii) allocating inappropriate 
tasks to their partners.  
 
Linked to this last point is the idea that it was important also for some candidates’ 
partners that they convey clearly to the candidates their, that is the candidates’ 
partners’, expectations regarding how the candidates could or should enact their 
various roles, particularly when the candidates’ actions impinged on their children and 
their partners. Again the tone and vocabulary used suggested that these candidates’ 
partners experienced some angst associated with the issues underpinning their 
discussions that were aimed at clarifying their expectations of the candidates:  
 
[A]s a parent … he knew I had certain expectations of him ... [I’d say, referring to his PhD], 
‘That’s your job; this is your life. They are two different things’ ... [I insisted that he focus on 
the children and their needs when he was with them because] they will know if he doesn’t 
[and if he’s only half listening to them and thinking about something else] … [Now, by the 
same token, as a student] if there was stuff [that he had to complete] I also expected [him] to 
have the work done ... I would have exploded had I ever gone in [to his study] when I had 
carved out time for him to do the work [and] … it wasn’t getting done. [As far as I was 
concerned that was] not going to happen. 
 
The children need … their 7 to 8 [time with both of us in the evenings so] ... something that I 
worked on with him [was appropriate times for him to do his study]. I was saying … ‘You 
can’t be trying to do that at this time, because what will happen is you will shout at the 
children because they will come crawling. …. It’s a given, … so consequently, turning around 
and getting angry is actually not fair, so just stop doing it. If that means you have to stay up 
later at night, or get up earlier in the morning, well that’s what you’ve got to do’. 
 
[It would be] blatantly stupid … to sort of start [working on a PhD in the early evening] when 
there [are several] children trying to get homework done and not only are they trying to get 
help, they are trying to get your attention.  
 
The importance of the candidates’ partners perceiving that issues regarding role 
activities and obligations were resolved as they arose so that clarity of role 
expectations in relation to the candidates’ student status was achieved, was expressed 
forcefully by two of the interviewees when they noted:      
 
[Y]ou have to be genuinely okay with [what you negotiate regarding each of your roles] or 
else you are seething as he’s doing what he’s doing [that is, working on his PhD]. 
 
At the core [is] if you can negotiate. If you have a relationship in which you can’t negotiate, 
you’re in huge trouble if you take this [that is, a PhD] on … If you find that you’re not able to 
say, ‘Okay, hang-on this isn’t working. Let’s talk or do whatever. Let’s change something’, 
then I think you are in trouble.  
 
Despite there being some obvious tensions underlying the negotiations which led to 
there being clarity of role expectations for several of the interviewees, the large 
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majority of candidates’ partners who participated in this study indicated that they 
believed that there was clarity of role expectations with respect to their own status as 
partner of a doctoral candidate and the candidates’ statuses as a doctoral student and 
family member. Further they explicitly and implicitly indicated, in keeping with 
Proposition 2, that there being clarity in role expectations contributed to the 
minimising of their feeling strain.  One interviewee’s experience, however, differed. 
This participant talked about her personal distress over there being a lack of clarity in 
her situation arising from differences in her and her partner’s views about what 
constitutes supportive behaviour on the part of an individual in the role of partner of a 
doctoral candidate. Early in the interview, she described her situation thus: 
 
I get … criticised on occasions that I’m not a supportive partner … I don’t feel that I’m not a 
supportive partner … I’m taking responsibility for certain things away from him, I’m 
assuming total responsibility for [many tasks associated with running and maintaining the 
home and raising the children], so I don’t like to be told that I’m unsupportive. 
 
Clearly distressed by her perceptions of there being a lack of clarity in her 
understandings of what were the role expectation her husband had of her, this partner 
later returned to this issue during the interview and announced she suddenly had 
insight into what it was that her husband’s expectations of her were. Out of context, 
she exclaimed: 
 
It just suddenly dawned on me, what he means by me being unsupportive ... I think that you 
help people by doing things - activities for them. He thinks that you help people and be 
supportive by listening to them, talking to them. During our discussion about the problems [he 
is experiencing at work or with his studies] quite frankly [I reach a point where] … I don’t 
want to hear any more  ... And that’s basically how the relationship has degenerated in terms 
of me being a partner. I see myself as a very supportive partner because I take the burdens of 
day-to-day living away from him, … but I think that [my husband] doesn’t see me as 
supportive because I’m not supportive in the typical way that a wife maybe in the past has 
listened effectively and hung on her husband’s every word and told him that everything was 
going to be fine and that she had every faith in him. I just take a very pragmatic approach to 
life ... From my perspective I feel all of the tasks that I perform on a daily basis are supportive 
of the family unit and him specifically. But I just think he has a different perception of what 
supportive is.  
 
To conclude the discussion of this participant’s experiences and their relevance to 
Proposition 2, her account underscores how an individual independently can perceive 
clarity in the requirements for fulfilling a particular role; however, others’ 
perspectives may undermine this if there is dissensus in the main stakeholders’ views. 
Further, her accounts of her experiences show how role strain can be a consequence 
of individuals perceiving a lack of clarity in their role expectations arising from 
tensions associated with individuals in role relationships having differing values, 
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beliefs and behaviours. Her experiences attest further to the point noted in the opening 
discussion of Proposition 2, which is that the principles underpinning Proposition 1, 
with its emphasis on consensus, and Proposition 2, with its emphasis on clarity, may 
be interrelated. 
 
Proposition 3 posits the notion that for an individual, having a number of different 
types of classes of role senders with whom one must maintain relationships1
 
 can be 
linked to role strain if a person perceives a lack of consensus in expectations about 
how she or he should fulfil expectations associated with each of her or his various 
roles. Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) captured these ideas with the assertion, ‘The greater 
the diversification of a person’s roles, the less consensus the person will perceive in 
the expectations about those roles [and hence the greater their role strain]’.  
Two of the candidates’ partners who were interviewed gave clear, detailed accounts 
of how their circumstances, in which they were required to engage in regular 
interactions with a range of role senders, sometimes from different settings, created 
pressure for them personally. Implicit in these accounts is that the role relationships in 
which the partners were involved were ones that made various, specific demands on 
the partners’ time and efforts (for examples see discussion of Proposition 4 below). In 
consequence of the disparities in these demands, the individuals and organisations 
represented in the role relationships were unlikely to share the same expectations of 
the candidates’ partners, and at times their expectations were likely to have even been 
at odds. Both extracts indicate that for these candidates’ partners having diversified 
roles, which included the role of partner of a doctoral candidate, contributed to these 
participants experiencing significant role strain:   
 
[To relax, by choice], I walk alone or with the dog [in the evening and on weekends].  …I 
need …want some alone time … because: [in my working life] I have such intense 
communications in relationships with people and so many people en-masse all day, every day; 
… I’m a heavily involved parent … [whose] children have lots of activities and roles [which] 
I go along to as a parent and helper and do what I can in that way; ... every day domestic 
activities fall mainly on me; … [and, because my husband wants moral support when he is 
having troubles with his studies or is unhappy about developments at work] - I feel like 
everybody wants a piece of me, and at night when I get home all I want is my own solitude, 
peace and quiet, so I take the dog for a walk because … it’s something that I can do on my 
own ... [Most of the time] I am literally dead tired. 
 
                                                 
1  For a detailed explanation of terminology used here see discussion of Proposition 3 in Chapter 6. 
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[At times, in the beginning of her studies I was under pressure because I was thinking, ‘My 
wife] wants the time, and work wants the time … [It was particularly difficult; everything was 
so overwhelming]. I felt disconnected and [so adopted the attitude], ‘Just do what needs to be 
done’ and just fuddled along ... [I]t was a very difficult time. [My wife was tired and 
exhausted. She was trying to deal with our child who has a disability that was undiagnosed 
and keep her PhD going]. I was very tired [and] working very hard [in paid employment]. The 
balancing [- trying to balance everything] was stressful ... [I was very] stressed. [I had so 
many] commitments and all that sort of stuff. [I was] committed [to so many people] - trying 
to look after my partner [in her various roles], trying to look after [the children] and trying to 
meet my work obligations ... [Things were just] holding up.  
 
These detailed accounts by two of the candidates’ partners regarding the effects of 
role diversification for them, are invaluable to this investigation because of the insight 
they provide into these particular partners’ objective and subjective experiences. 
However, a more succinct comment made by another participant, which contained no 
personal details, captured the essence of the experiences of the candidates’ partners as 
a group with respect to their responses to their role diversification. It was one that was 
delivered as an understatement; it was ‘How do I see myself in the role of partner of a 
doctoral candidate? – a touch over burdened; I have responsibilities in so many 
different directions.’. 
 
Also, of interest regarding this Proposition are further comments made by the two 
participants who provided the two extensive quotations presented above, wherein 
each remarked on specific areas of strain, namely dilemmas over whether to (i) 
participate in paid employment or not and (ii) proceed with or delay renovations of 
the family home, during candidature. They commented: 
 
Sometimes, as a mother, I… wonder: ‘Is it all worth it [that our lives are so busy with us both 
working in demanding careers and my husband studying]? Are we destroying our children? 
What long term impact is it going to have on them?’ ‘How would life be different if I … 
didn’t need to work and I was a fulltime mother, and caregiver and loving supporting wife of 
my husband doing his PhD?’ … [I]f I could divest myself of … [my non-family member 
roles] …[t]hen I might [feel  less  jaded and less stressed] …Once I became a parent …, I was 
… reluctant to return to the workforce full-time, but unfortunately … [my employer] was not 
willing to negotiate or consider any concessions for young mothers …, so I had no option but 
to return to work-full time. This coincided with [my husband’s] enrolment. 
 
[While] trying to balance … [a diversity of roles]… we were [also trying to renovate and that 
was an additional burden]. We’d just bought a house we were renovating. We had to renovate 
[before we could] move in [so] … I was then working through weekends on that. 
 
These are of interest because the two issues raised were also mentioned by two other 
candidates’ partners in the context of their describing significant life choices that they 
and their candidate partners had made with the aim of minimising their experiences of 
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role strain during the candidates’ enrolment. On the dilemma of whether to participate 
in paid employment or not, one reported:   
 
[W]hile [my husband is studying, my major life role] is very much just [family member - 
being a mother and wife] ... I think that I couldn’t, with the best will in the world, imagine 
how it could work if I were working. … [T]here is no way in the wide, earthly, world the 
needs of [all] the … people in my home could have been meet. ... Because I was home … all 
of that study stuff … is fine because I am able to have that time [to ensure the needs of the 
children are being met]. But to do that, I also then have to operate on such a tight financial 
budget you would not believe it … [I feel] financially restrained. Financially it is difficult. We 
don’t have an awful lot of money so that … probably … causes stress. 
 
and on the issue of home renovations, another noted: 
 
[W]hen the PhD is finished we will … embark on a renovation program. Our house is … 
badly needing renovating. [However, we have decided to put the renovations on hold until my 
wife has finished her studies. The idea of trying] to renovate and do a PhD at the same time - 
it doesn’t fit ... I think that a PhD is … a fairly all consuming exercise and if it’s going to be 
taken seriously you don’t want to be spending a significant proportion of your time thinking 
about design or chasing up tradesmen or living in mess … . You need to have a good clear 
head-space and physical space ... [W]e would both like a nice renovated house, but the price 
would be too high just at this stage. 
 
Of further interest here is that although these two interviewees were comfortable with 
their decisions on each of these matters, both conceded that there were important 
associated sacrifices that affected the whole family. The decision not to participate in 
paid employment meant that the family’s financial resources were limited, while the 
decision to delay renovations affected the quality of the family’s daily living 
environment.   The stressful effects of renovating a family home whilst studying for a 
doctorate was an issue that was also raised by some candidates during their interviews 
(see discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 8).  
 
To conclude, consideration of this Proposition brings to the fore a significant 
difference between the experiences of the candidates’ partners and the candidates’ 
parents and children regarding role choice and role diversification. In Chapters 5 and 
6 the discussion of this Proposition, in particular (see also discussions of Proposition 
6, Chapter 5 and 6) highlighted that although the parents and the children of the 
candidates “acquired” the role of parent or child of a doctoral candidate, they were 
typically able to exercise choice in whether to accept or reject many other life role 
options. Further, in their specific roles of parent or child of a doctoral candidate both 
groups could choose to either undertake related role behaviours or remain somewhat 
removed. While some parents choose to be closely involved, for the most part the 
candidates’ parents and children elected to remain relatively distant from the 
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candidates’ activities that were not family-centred (see discussions of Proposition 2, 
Chapter 5 and Propositions 1 and 12, Chapter 6).  
 
The situation for the candidates’ partners, who like the candidates’ parents and 
children “acquired” their role as a consequence of the candidates’ enrolment, 
however, was different. Societal expectations owing to the partners’ status within the 
family and within the broader community typically meant that they perceived they 
had less flexibility in choosing to accept or reject significant life roles and behaviours 
inextricably linked to those roles. In other words, the candidates’ partners were in a 
position wherein they experienced greater feelings of powerlessness in determining 
the extent of role diversification. Further, a decision to reject a role so as to minimise 
the extent of their role diversification, and hence their role strain, may well have 
meant they and their families forfeited rewards associated with those roles. In turn, 
the loss of those rewards may have been the catalyst for other strains (for more on 
rewards associated with role activity see discussions of Propositions 7, 8 and 11 
below). All of this suggests that when candidates’ partners could exercise choice to 
minimise their role diversification, they typically weighed up options and 
endeavoured to select courses of action that they believed would be the least stressful; 
to aim to avoid stress completely, it appears, was not realistic. In summary, while role 
diversification was not a source of stress or tension for the candidates’ parents and 
children who participated in this study, often it was a source of role strain for the 
candidates’ partners who were interviewed.  
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards  While Proposition 3 of Burr, Leigh 
et al.’s (1979) model of the antecedents of role strain facilitated consideration of the 
candidates’ partners’ experiences at the broader role level, Proposition 4 enabled 
focus to be concentrated on individuals’ accounts of the amount of activity expected 
of them within discrete roles; Proposition 4 is ‘The more activity that individuals 
believe is prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and this is a curvilinear 
relationship’. Candidates’ partners participating in this study indicated that they 
indeed believed substantial role-related activity was required for them to satisfactorily 
fulfil expectations of them across a number of major life roles. These expectations 
emanated from themselves and others. Although two candidates’ partners, one of 
whom had already earned a doctorate and another who had aspirations to study for 
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one, indicated that they did not find the amount of activity they were prescribed to be 
onerous: 
 
I can’t recall ever thinking that I just needed a break from all that was expected of me to 
provide support. 
 
I am happy in what I’m doing. I don’t ever feel that I just need a break from all of the family 
responsibilities that I carry - no. 
 
in most instances the partners’ comments indicated that they believed the amount of 
activity they were prescribed was a source of significant role strain. For some, 
feelings of being overburdened were intermittent; for others they were omnipresent. 
Related to this, the discussion will now consider comments made by the candidates’ 
partners that provided some insight into the nature and extent of prescribed activities, 
across several life roles, which they typically undertook. 
 
Some of these life roles would commonly be carried out by people in the middle years 
of a life cycle; others were a corollary of the candidates’ status as a student and 
academic. They included: (i) daughter/daughter-in-law or son/son-in-law of aged 
parents; (ii) partner of a mid or late-career academic; (iii) parent and homemaker; and, 
(iv) employee. While in some instances the amount of prescribed activity attached to a 
certain role was not influenced by the candidates’ student status, in most it appears 
that the demands on the candidates’ partners were greater in consequence of the 
candidates’ student status owing to the partners’ and candidates’ efforts to protect the 
candidates’ study time. Regardless of whether or not there was a link to the 
candidates’ student status, it is clear from most of the partners’ accounts that they, at 
times, felt overwhelmed by prescribed role activities. Note that the discussion here 
does not include references to prescribed activities related specifically to the role of 
candidates’ partner; these are more appropriately discussed later under the aegis of 
Proposition 6, which focuses on role accumulation and prescribed activities. 
  
Three of the candidates’ partners made detailed comments that indicated that being 
responsible for the welfare of aged parents and parents-in-law had put significant 
demands on them physically and emotionally. They described their role activities in 
ways that captured the extent of time and activity commitment that can be involved 
for those who undertake cross-generation support for aged family members: 
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Dad was diagnosed with cancer six years ago. … I try to be there to provide moral and 
practical support ... I go to his medical appointments with him ... It’s not always easy to get 
time off work though … I’ve had to take on the jobs that Dad used to do around the home - 
maintenance, gardening, and taking Mum on weekly shopping trips … I also look after the 
banking and the paying of the bills etcetera ... [My wife] used to be more involved in 
supporting them, but has stepped back a bit because of her study commitments.      
 
[I was completely drained after] spending [many] months watching his mother die … visiting 
every day - … sometimes three times a day … . Because I was there so often it wasn’t 
necessary for [my husband] to visit every night during those months which would have been 
hard for him ... I felt stretched, but what can you do? I couldn’t abandon her ... Then of course 
there was the need to ensure his father was managing … . After so many years of marriage it 
was only natural that he would find the loss and the adjustment difficult. 
 
[My mother-in-law] … likes to think she is independent and we encourage her to think that … 
. [However,] … in reality there is a lot to do to facilitate her “independent” [motioning 
inverted commas] existence. She has impaired vision and is not very mobile ...  I accompany 
her [on] … regular visits to the GP as well as [to a range of specialists] …. Soon after [my 
husband enrolled] she had a hip replacement and I took carer’s leave for [two] months to look 
after her during her recovery ... . I … take her shopping each week or do it for her …  I do 
banking and pay bills on her behalf. My husband and I do her tax ... I organise a range of 
supports for her through the council and various agencies and charities ... I represent the 
family by attending social events with these [agencies and charities] ... I try to do something 
social with her each week … which involves picking her up and taking her back home ... 
Sometimes [other family members] come with me; sometimes I go alone ... I don’t resent my 
involvement. I feel a responsibility and enjoy helping out ... I want her to enjoy a good quality 
of life ... . I do feel that I am responsible for running two households, though and that can be 
stressful … . There is an ever-present low level of anxiety that I have forgotten something.  I 
hope also that my involvement frees up my husband’s time so that he can study or be with the 
children. It not like he doesn’t do anything for her, but I do most.  
 
While these candidates’ partners reported that they were heavily involved in 
providing support for their parents and parents-in-law and in doing so had enabled the 
candidates to have less involvement, other partners were able to delegate such role 
activities and thus reduce their associated role strain. Further information on such 
delegations is provided in the discussion of Proposition 5 below.   
 
Even though most of the candidates’ partners reported having no direct involvement 
in aspects of the candidates’ role as an academic, two reported that they did accrue 
activities associated with their being the partner of an academic. One described his 
contribution, and associated tensions, in this way: 
 
We are both committed to academia … . [My wife] brings a lot of work home. She often 
expects me to contribute to this work [by] … proof reading, editing, developing concepts and 
so on ... While mostly I enjoy this … after a hard day at the office myself I would sometimes 
prefer to just have a break. It can be a bit of a strain when I’m tired and I feel that I need a 
break from the rigours of intense intellectual work.   
 
and another, her involvement and the personal costs in this way: 
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[Sometimes he is under pressure because he … has marking to do or classes to prepare] … 
[so] I … might help him with the marking, like adding … . We tend to have a bit of a siege 
mentality. When that happens we … do whatever has to be done … . [S]ome of the more 
pleasant activities that we prefer to engage in [we forgo; we] don’t sit and chat and go for the 
walk for the next couple of nights …, and I don’t go to some of my activities. 
 
Although most candidates’ partners reported that they did not have such direct 
involvements, several spoke of feeling burdened by the candidates wanting to discuss 
difficulties related to their being academics. For example, two reported: 
 
[Sometimes when he talks about problems at his university, I think], ‘Why are you telling me 
this? I don’t really want to know. I don’t give a damn, so shut up and let’s go to sleep.’ Some 
people like to unburden themselves … That’s probably why I feel so much like I just don’t 
want to listen … . I’m sick of [the] unburdening … He likes to get it all out there in the open 
… and he’ll feel a lot better, and I’ll just remember every horrible thing that he has said [about 
how he’s being treated at work], and I’ll dwell on it for days, and I’ll just feel more and more 
miserable and upset, so I think it’s better just to not listen. 
 
Sometimes [my partner] would complain about teaching and I’d say, ‘Well, … you’re a 
teacher - get over it ... This is what you are being paid to do’.  
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, when reflecting on their finding that partners of 
postgraduate students with children reported the most stress of all their study’s 
participants, which included asymmetrical couples with and without children, Sori, 
Wetchler, Rose & Niedner (1996) proposed that their female and male, Master’s and 
doctoral, student participants with families managed their stress by focussing on 
meeting their study requirements and thus abdicating primary responsibility for their 
children to their partners. When comments made by the partners involved in the 
current investigation are scrutinised, it is evident that Sori et al.’s comments are 
apposite also to their experiences. All of the participating partners, whilst 
acknowledging that the candidates were very active and involved parents, commented 
that in consequence of their having the combined roles of (i) partner of a doctoral 
candidate and (ii) partner of an academic, the amount of activity prescribed for them 
as a parent and homemaker was great, and that indeed, they frequently assumed 
activities that would normally be expected of the candidates, for example: 
 
I have a bigger role in keeping everything going and I have more physical work to do [around 
the house than my husband]… . I run the home ... .  I would [do] things like say, ‘… [I]f you 
need three hours on Sunday, just take them ... I will … take [the children] all away ... 
Sometimes when [my husband] … ends up doing some of that academic nonsense …away in 
his own corner … that’s fine [with me] as long as [I organise for] the rest of us … to be doing 
enjoyable activities … .  I will have the kids’ meals done and stuff like that [when he comes 
home] ... [With their homework, I help with the writing or maths, but] he would get to hear the 
reader, which wouldn’t be a huge chunk of time. 
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[B]ecause … [my husband] travels for his work and lectures overseas and does week-end and 
night work … more [responsibility for caring for the children] has fallen to me ... [which I 
find] stressful ... . [His PhD study, though, definitely is the main reason for how housework is 
divvied up]. I do all of the cooking ... I do all the vacuuming. I do all the cleaning. [I do all of 
the shopping] ... . I’m assuming total responsibility … [for] paying the bills. … I keep the 
house running so my husband can do his study. 
     
Two of the candidates’ partners highlighted how, in relation to the candidates’ student 
status, they felt concern about, and attended to, not just the physical needs of their 
children, but their emotional needs as well: 
 
Timelines [were] put on any type of ignoring of the children … . If the children’s needs 
weren’t being met ... I [w]ould go to them… and [explain], ‘Daddy is doing this and he’s 
doing this because [he has to for work]’ not ‘Daddy’s doing this because he prefers to do this 
than to be with you’ or ‘because he’s so bloody important that he has to be doing that’ ... . I 
would insist that he … spend [time with the children] letting them know that they are 
important and that they are loved by him ... .  In some ways I took on more of the work [such 
as making the children’s lunches and washing their clothes] to allow that to happen. 
 
I have a great overwhelming sense of responsibility for their growth and development and 
intellectual stimulation, but I also want them to laugh and smile and be happy and have fun ... 
. [My partner’s study for a PhD] had an impact on [our daughter] but all to the negative in 
terms of ‘Why is Dad so grumpy?’ … In answer to [the] question, ‘Why did you marry Dad - 
he’s so grumpy?’ I say, ‘Yes, but he wasn’t … grumpy when I married him’ … . [Despite, 
such comments our daughter] is a very happy little personality. In the children … we have 
tried to engender a sense of maturity and understanding and an idea that even though you can 
be angry and you can really act it out right here and now, it doesn’t necessarily mean that you 
don’t love someone … and that it’s healthy to say what you think and how you feel at the time 
– but try not to hurt people when you are doing it. 
 
With regard to the references made in these two quotations to the candidates 
‘ignoring’ and being ‘grumpy’ to family members (see also Proposition 9, Chapter 6: 
‘[A]t times … the PhD will take priority over maybe being nice to one of us …’) of 
relevance is that 68 per cent of female, mature, undergraduate participants in 
Spreadbury’s (1983) study reported, ‘that they were sometimes short-tempered’ (p. 
28). The perspectives of candidate participants in this study, on this point, will be 
considered in Chapter 8 when Proposition 10 is discussed.  
 
Also of interest here is that one of the interviewees, in reporting his prescribed 
activities as parent and homemaker, indicated that he believed that his relationship 
with his step-children was enhanced because of his undertaking primary responsibility 
for many nurturing activities during the children’s teenage years, and his remarks 
indicate clearly that he was pleased with this situation:  
 
I think I’ve got a very good relationship with [my step-children] which has partly came about 
from spending time driving them … to their part-time jobs, to being available for talking 
about their homework or … their social life … when my wife is engaged with her PhD … . 
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Although she is certainly not ever not available for the [children], I do take a slightly larger 
role in [parenting] ... I think in an important way my role as a step-father has been 
strengthened by my wife’s concentration of her PhD … [The children and I] actually enjoy 
each others’ company and [by doing things together we] sometimes give my wife ... plenty of 
space to pursue her [study].    
 
The extent to which others shared this perspective, that is that the circumstance of the 
candidates’ student status provided a unique opportunity for the candidates’ partners 
to have a special bond with their children, was explored when interviewees were 
asked, ‘In some ways did your having a greater role with the children provide you 
with an opportunity to spend a lot of time with the children that you really valued?’ 
While two of the partners’ responses were positive but subdued (for example, ‘Mmm, 
I suppose’; ‘I suppose so’), two partners were adamant that they did not feel 
privileged by their situation wherein they had so many prescribed activities related to 
their role as parent and homemaker. They described their views in these ways:  
 
No, not especially. No, I wouldn’t say that … . Now, if I had one child …that may have been 
the case, because …when … you are alone with that one child it is a beautiful time ... . There 
is something special that develops then. [However], the nuts and bolts of [several] children … 
it’s more work than anything ..., so no, it didn’t provide me with anything super special … . 
I’m sure a lot of people might think that would be the case, but no I didn’t find that to be the 
case. 
 
When you introduce another child … it’s double the joy and double the hardship [and so it 
goes on the more children you have]. I’ve certainly enjoyed my role as a mother and as a 
teacher of my children. ...  My attitude towards being a mother … is all wound up in an 
overwhelming sense of responsibility ... [At times] the complete burden [of parenting] falls to 
me and I use the word ‘burden’ literally because [it can be very] stressful … trying to juggle 
my responsibilities ... . [Often my husband heads off to the University early on Saturdays] and 
then [I have to] get on with the rest of the weekend, alone ... . I do not [emphatically] – I 
repeat, I do not [emphatically], enjoy having to do it all. 
  
One of the partners whose account of her situation indicated strongly that (i) she 
believed expectations of her, in the sub-identities of parent and homemaker, were 
greater because of her husband’s student status and role as an academic and (ii) she 
found the amount of activity prescribed for her as parent and homemaker in particular 
to cause role strain, responded to the inquiry, ‘How do you feel about that?’ with a 
frustrated tone and sigh: 
 
Marriage is supposed to be an equal … partnership, and each person is supposed to have their 
input …, but like anything in life, it’s not always fair and it’s not always equitable, so you end 
up … not necessarily thinking this is right or this is the way it should be …, but where one 
thing or one person falls short then the other obviously has to take up the slack, so that’s how I 
see it.  
 
Although others also conveyed a strong sense of their experiencing stresses and 
tensions as a consequence of the amount of prescribed activity in relation to the role 
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of parent and homemaker, they indicated that they were somewhat resigned to and 
accepting of their situation. One interviewee’s comments capture the general view of 
other participants on this matter when he remarked: 
 
I do whatever has to be done; it can be wearing, but I accept this is the way it has to be until 
she has finished ... She couldn’t manage a timely completion and make the same contribution 
[to parenting and running the home] as she did before she enrolled. It simply wouldn’t be 
humanly possible.   
 
Comments made by some of the candidates’ partners indicated that they were not only 
supporting a candidate’s career and doctoral study activities in the ways described 
above, but they were simultaneously dealing with prescribed activities associated with 
their own role as an employee which regularly extended beyond official work hours. 
For more details regarding partners’ commitments associated with their own careers 
and their perceptions of the effect of these commitments on their experiences of role 
strain, see discussion of Proposition 12 below, which focuses on the relationship 
between role strain and compartmentalisation. 
  
To conclude the discussion of Proposition 4 with its focus on the amount of 
prescribed activity and its relationship to role strain, of interest are comments made by 
participants which give some insight into candidates’ partners’ perceptions of (i) how 
the extent of their prescribed activities necessitated their sacrificing pursuit of 
additional interests that were outside their wider family member role and, if 
applicable, employee role and (ii) how those who found the amount of prescribed 
activity to be daunting, experienced their situation. With respect to the extent of 
prescribed activities, two interviewees noted: 
 
I don’t really have the time or opportunity to do anything other than work full-time … and be 
a full-time family member ... I don’t go sky diving or anything additional like that ... [If  I 
weren’t so busy with responsibilities at the minute level] then I might spread myself around 
some other areas ... But [while] … I’m a full-time [employee] and a family member in this 
household, I really haven’t got the time to invest elsewhere … I’m waiting for my retirement 
[which is many years away] to maybe dabble in other areas. 
 
I like to do yoga and I like to read, [but often] … instead … of going and doing some of my 
activities … [I] simply get … done what has to be done to keep the whole show on the road. 
 
While one partner used the emotive word ‘seething’ to describe how she would feel 
hypothetically if she and the candidate did not address her concerns about her 
perceptions of unfair allocation of activities (see discussion of Proposition 2 above), 
another embedded the same evocative descriptor when giving an account of the 
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response she had to her feelings of over-prescription of activity in relation to her 
various roles. She explained how the strain she experienced manifested itself over 
time thus: 
 
[Whether I internalise the stress I feel or express it] I think it’s dependent upon the time, the 
timing, the issue and one’s state of mind and the other pressures that one is operating under as 
to whether it’s out there. It can be out there and it can be very variable and it can be very 
physical or it can just be an underlying feeling of tiredness and stress or it can just be non-
stated, non-verbalised just seething pools of lava, bubbling and percolating away. 
  
To sum up regarding Proposition 4, when all is considered, it is clear that all of the 
candidates’ partners believed that they were prescribed a large amount of activity in 
either direct or indirect consequence of the candidates’ student status. Further, most 
reported that they experienced some degree of role strain at some time, and while 
there were participants who reported that they did not find the pressures especially 
burdensome, others reported that they found them to be overwhelming so. Relevant to 
the situation of those who did find the number of prescribed activities overwhelming 
is Pearlin and Turner’s (1987) identification of ‘lack of reciprocity’ and ‘frustration of 
role expectations’ as two of the most common areas of marital conflict. They explain 
that dissatisfaction arises because ‘a husband or a wife appraises his/her contributions 
to the relationship as greater than that of the spouse’ and point out that conflict can 
revolve around the lack of equity, for example, in the division of household labour. 
On this point they note, ‘Where there is a failure on the part of one or both to fulfil 
these expectations, disappointment and frustration can result’ (p. 149). Also relevant 
is the previously cited (see Chapter 2) description by Guldner (1978 p. 131) of how 
non-student partners who provide substantial practical support to students’ study 
endeavours can feel as though they are merely ‘a prop in the background’. Partners’ 
further perspectives related to these issues are raised in the discussion of Proposition 
11 below.    
 
Proposition 5 complements Proposition 4 in that it concentrates on how individuals 
may use delegation of prescribed activities to reduce the demands on them and, in 
consequence, reduce their role strain. Proposition 5 is ‘The more individuals delegate 
prescribed activities, the fewer prescribed activities they have [and the less their role 
strain]’. During interviews with the candidates’ partners, references were made to 
several potential delegates including family members and people outside the family. 
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Of particular relevance to this investigation is the extent to which candidates’ partners 
reported delegating their prescribed activities regarding the roles of (i) parent and 
homemaker and (ii) adult offspring or daughter/son-in-law, to others, especially other 
family members. Again, as with the discussion of this Proposition in the previous 
Findings chapters (Chapters 6 and 7), clarification of the notion of ‘delegation’ is 
important. While in common parlance delegation is typically used to convey the idea 
of proactive appointment of another or others to act in one’s stead, in the context of 
this Proposition, where intra and cross-generation family dynamics are being 
considered, it is appropriate to include the notion of others assuming tasks or 
volunteering to carry out tasks to assist a family member fulfil his or her role 
obligations or responsibilities. In many instances, this form of delegation represents 
others’ attempts to fulfil what they perceive to be their own role obligations. 
 
One of the candidates’ partners spoke appreciatively of the assistance provided by his 
mother-in-law in the day-to-day running of the candidates’ family home, in a way that 
affirmed an idea posited earlier (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapter 5) 
which was that candidates’ parents who were involved in providing support with 
domestic tasks, enjoyed doing so. He reported: 
 
[My partner’s mother] has been a wonderful support. She has assisted in lots of ways … with 
[the children], frequently preparing meals and every so often doing bits and pieces of 
housework and gardening, and it’s all been done in a spirit of love, warmth and generosity. ... 
She thinks her helping us is a privilege for her ... [Her] involvement in many ways has been 
essential to us being able to cope with the demands of work, study and maintaining a positive 
atmosphere at home … . It takes the pressure off ... .    
 
In the main, the candidates’ partners comments, however, indicated that their 
experiences were that their parents and/or parents-in-law were not available to 
provide assistance; barriers to them doing so were (i) they lived too far away, (ii) they 
were elderly and frail, (iii) they were not interested in being involved, and (iv) they 
had passed away: 
 
My mother is still alive, but lives too far away to help us out. Besides, she is too elderly now 
to do any more then attend to her own day-to-day living needs ... . My wife’s mother is still 
alive and lives close by. She provides no support whatsoever … [S]he is simply too old – she 
has slowed down a lot in the past ten years or so, and … she has no interest.  
 
There has never been any suggestion that either my parents or parents-in-law help us in any 
way … because my husband has been studying. I don’t think anybody ever thought of it. … 
Frankly, they are probably all too old and it’s unlikely they would want to step outside the 
routines that they have established for themselves. 
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My parents are both deceased ... [My husband’s] mother died … last year … [We used to visit 
them regularly for meals] and while that meant I didn’t have to prepare a meal for that night, 
there was effort involved in making the trip across town to [their house] ... I wouldn’t expect 
[his father] to provide any assistance [because] he’s too old, fragile and confused.  
 
[My parents have both passed away]. His mother … offered no assistance whatsoever. I 
suspect that she is not interested in being involved.   
 
As to the candidates’ partners perhaps delegating responsibilities to provide support 
by way of social interaction and/or assistance with living independently if needed, for 
their aged parents or parents-in-law, to others, one commented: 
 
I have no aging parents to look after now ... [W]e have … no obligation to anybody; my 
husband’s parents are on the other side of the world. 
 
while three noted that the candidates and other extended family members made 
contributions: 
 
[My father-in-law] gets a bit of assistance with his housework from one of his daughters. [My 
husband] takes responsibility … for visiting his father once a week … [H]e has Power of 
Attorney for [his] father [and] looks over his mail … and checks to see that everything is fine 
… [My husband] occasionally drives him to a medical appointment ... . I visit occasionally 
and [he] comes here for meals.  
 
My brother and his wife live in [the same country town as my parents]. They are the first-port-
of-call for Mum and Dad if ever they need assistance ... I see my parents once every three or 
four months ...  We see [my wife’s] parents every week ... We are involved in helping out [my 
wife’s parents] when they call on us, and my wife does a lot for her mother in particular, but 
we are limited by the tyranny of distance when it comes to my parents ... My brother-in-law 
and his wife also help out my parents-in-law. 
 
[A]s my Mum gets older I need to … give her a bit more attention. I usually do this by the 
phone because she [lives so far] away. We see her a couple of times a year … [Other carer 
activities] …, if necessary, are done by my brother and sister-in-law who are living very close 
to my mother ... [My wife] doesn’t do anything in particular for my mother. … [She] is the 
main care-giver for my mother-in-law and I really just play a very minor supporting role. ... 
My mother-in-law does get home help, so that takes a bit of strain off  … what we may have 
otherwise had to do.   
 
These comments suggest that because they were able to delegate activities typically 
undertaken by offspring and daughters/sons-in-law of aged parents, some candidates’ 
partners in this study were able to reduce their role strain with regard to their being an 
extended family member. They reported sharing such responsibilities in the case of 
their parents, with their siblings and their siblings’ partners, and in the case of their 
parents-in-law with their sisters/brothers-in-law and with the candidates. Note 
however, that the discussion of Proposition 4 above revealed that there were instances 
where candidates’ partners in this study did not receive support to a noteworthy extent 
in this role, from others. Of interest also is that two of the interviewees commented 
that while distance was a factor in limiting the amount of interaction they had with 
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their own parents, they believed the time available for them to be involved in their 
parents’ concerns was further reduced indirectly owing to the candidates’ study 
commitments: 
 
[I think the way I am as a son is affected] marginally [by my wife’s enrolment]. We probably 
would visit [Mum] more if my wife wasn’t engaged with her PhD work. I’m trying to give her 
as much time as possible to either relax or to actually engage with her PhD, and I don’t think 
driving down the highway [for one and a half hours each way] is necessarily the way to do 
either of those. 
 
[My parents, who live out of the city,] appreciate that it’s been a bit hard for us to go there 
because for the last seven years … work [for the PhD] has taken up our weekends ..., but it 
took a while to sink in that we couldn’t just come up at the drop of a hat and drop in for an 
hour because that was a whole day to us.  
 
As to candidates’ partners being able to delegate aspects of their role as parent and 
homemaker to the candidates, two trends have emerged, thus far, regarding the 
candidates’ partners’ perceptions. First the candidates’ partners reported that the 
candidates were frequently involved in carrying out parenting activities (see 
discussion of Proposition 1) and second that, despite this being so, they, that is the 
candidates’ partners, still assumed primary responsibility with respect to this role (see 
discussion of Proposition 4). Related to this, regarding the notion of the candidates’ 
parents, parents-in-law and/or other extended family members spending time with the 
children and supporting their activities, while most interviewees noted that the aged 
parents and the candidates’ children enjoyed very positive grandchild/grandparent 
relationships, only one partner commented on his mother-in-law having a substantial 
commitment to spending time with the candidate’s children: 
 
[My wife’s mother] is an angel. She adores and dotes on her grandchildren, and nothing we 
asked of her was ever too much trouble ... She would never refuse a request that involved [the 
children].   
  
while, in contrast, two of the partners’ commented on their lack of options to delegate 
care of their young children to others for even short periods of time: 
  
Since we’ve had children, they’ve constantly been there. We’ve never had the opportunity 
where children went away and stayed with aunts, uncles, grandparents. … We accept that as 
our lot in life ..., but it would be nice occasionally … to have some time just together [as a 
couple]... The only time we have opportunity for time alone is at night when the children are 
in bed and we retire to the bedroom. [O]ur only time together is either in bed sleeping or 
talking or making love or personal time together in the shower. [T]hat’s really the only time 
we have because the children are always here.  
 
We [don’t] get [support] from anybody … I didn’t [and still don’t] have anyone come and 
mind my children … [There are] no aging grandparents … or aunties and uncles [living near 
us] ... I have no [extended family] here; we are just [the nuclear family] ... A small break every 
now and again would be nice.  
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As to parenting-related activities outside the home such as committee membership in 
educational and sporting organisations, one of the candidates’ partners noted: 
 
[Because of my work and family commitments] I haven’t got time to be on the school council 
at my child’s … school, although I probably would be a suitable member given my [area of 
work] and my higher degree [studies], but I feel I have enough to do with those roles as it 
stands. 
 
In this case, by not declaring herself available for membership of the school council, 
this participant was, by default, delegating parenting activities at the community level 
to others outside the family. Indeed, when asked if they held such stations within 
organisations, all of the candidates’ partners indicated that they did not. This contrasts 
to the experiences of the candidates as will be revealed when Proposition 4 is 
discussed in Chapter 8. Given this, it could be argued that candidates’ partners who 
participated in this investigation delegated higher profile parenting activities at the 
community level to the candidates whilst they assumed main responsibility for 
ensuring the day-to-day needs of their children were met.   
 
While all of the candidates’ partners endorsed the idea of children being allocated 
chores around the family home as part of the children’s general development, it was 
only those whose children were over 16 years of age who reported that delegation of 
tasks to their the children was linked specifically to assisting the candidates and their 
partners deal with stress associated with this aspect of family life. For example: 
 
[The children having chores to do regularly] was part of the family understanding and also the 
way in which my wife was training the [children] for their future adulthood. They had specific 
tasks to do …, and we all worked more as a team. Their involvement certainly helped share 
the workload and take a bit of pressure off the two of us [and] that certainly would have 
impinged on my wife’s ability to think clearly for a PhD.    
 
[The children] doing some chores on a regular basis was an accepted part of how we were as a 
family. While [my partner] no doubt benefited, I suspect I was the main one to benefit, 
because I would have had to do what they did if they didn’t do it … . 
 
As for the younger children, that is, those under 16 years of age, indeed, the parenting 
activity of encouraging children to contribute through chores could be a source of 
additional role activity for some candidates’ partners. Two noted:  
    
My daughter is not very good at fulfilling her responsibilities ... [Her homework is] one of her 
major chores …, [and] unless she’s … directed she doesn’t ever … think to do it. She’s too 
busy being a child. A happy child singing and playing and doing all the things that a [child her 
age] wants to do, which is certainly not homework … She doesn’t automatically tidy her 
room. She has to be helped to organise herself and put things away ... [She] is ditsy and 
scatter-brain, and … unless you work with her nothing gets done. 
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I can’t really say that I’ve seen [the children’s] jobs … as supportive of [my partner’s] PhD. 
It’s not like [my partner]’s typing up Chapter 17 [while the children are doing jobs on his 
behalf]. Their chores are a token contribution really, and some how I usually end up being 
involved.  
   
To conclude the discussion of Proposition 5 as it relates to the experiences of the 
candidates’ partners participating in this study, when all is considered it appears that 
there was little scope for the candidates’ partners to delegate prescribed role activities 
related to the significant and demanding life roles of (i) a parent and homemaker and 
(ii) an extended family member. The limitations on their potential to delegate 
prescribed activities were in part derived from their being in the age range where 
individuals are typically expected to take responsibility simultaneously for the well-
being and development of their children and the well-being of their aged parents 
and/or parents-in-law. In addition, owing to the candidates’ work and study 
commitments, rather than consign responsibilities to the candidates, so that the 
workload was more evenly distributed, their partners were more likely to accrue 
activities. This occurred in consequence of their efforts to support the candidates’ 
study endeavours by providing them with the opportunity to focus on their research 
for extended periods of time. The only area in which any interviewees revealed that 
they received substantial assistance from other family members was in activities 
related to their role of adult offspring or daughter/son-in-law of aged parents, where 
responsibilities were sometimes shared with siblings, sisters/brothers-in-law, and/or 
candidates. This observation, however, was not the case for all interviewees. Further, 
while delegation of support activities for one or more parents or parents-in-law may 
have been possible for some interviewees, only one of the candidates’ partners 
reported having no responsibilities for the aged generation.  
 
As indicated above in the discussion of Proposition 4, consideration of Proposition 6 
facilitates the exploration of the ways in which, and the extent to which, adding the 
role of partner of a doctoral candidate to their role set affected the amount of activity 
that the partners were prescribed. Proposition 6 is ‘The greater the role accumulation, 
the greater the number of prescribed activities’. 
 
The discussions of Propositions 4 and 5, thus far, have established that in all instances 
the candidates’ partners in this study perceived that the amount of activity they were 
assigned within their major life role of family member with the sub-identities of a 
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parent and homemaker and/or an extended family member were numerous in either 
direct or indirect consequence of the candidates’ student status. Discussion of this 
Proposition will now focus on determining the candidates’ partners’ perceptions of 
how their acquiring the specific role of a partner of a doctoral candidate directly 
affected their amount of prescribed activity and give some consideration to their 
responses to this. While initial reflections on their responses is posited in the 
discussion of this Proposition, further insight into the candidates’ feelings about their 
acquiring activities in consequence of the candidates’ enrolment will emerge when the 
allied Propositions 7 and 8, which focus on role accumulation, rewards and strain are 
discussed.   
 
Of four role activities that were identified during the interviews with the candidates’ 
partners as specific to the candidate being a doctoral student, assistance with 
completing a range of doctoral writing tasks2
 
 was the activity that was most 
frequently mentioned. While all of the candidates’ partners reported that the 
candidates had expectations that they, the partners, would proof read and comment on 
the candidates’ work-in-progress, the partners’ views on this expectation varied 
widely ranging from being very happy to be involved, through being reluctantly 
prepared to accommodate candidates’ requests, to being hostile to the idea. For 
example: 
It’s part of my role [to proof read drafts or listen to draft paragraphs and give feedback], and I 
enjoy doing that sort of stuff ... . [If I’m asked to read something] early in the morning though, 
because I’m not an early morning person [it] can get a bit tricky, but usually I cope. I do my 
best.   
 
[She asked me to proofread and edit drafts or to listen to paragraphs she’d written] all the time 
[chuckling] ... . I don’t know how proof readers do it! The first three or four pages were okay, 
but after that [chuckling] … we’d get in discussions sometimes because … the way she had 
written, I wasn’t all that happy with it … [With] some of the discussions, it would have been 
better if I’d said, ‘No, I’m not going to do it.’ [chuckling] … .  I probably put her off a couple 
of times.    
 
[He expects me to proof read and comment on his work, but it’s not something I really want to 
be involved in because] I have issues with his actual expression … He’s certainly improved … 
under my guidance, [but if you asked him] he would never agree to that ... .  [H]e knows a lot 
but [he doesn’t get the idea out there] and … I have always been critical of his long 
convoluted, long-winded, complex sentences where he could have expressed things in a more 
succinct manner.  
 
                                                 
2 Including, for example, dissertations, course work components of professional doctorates, exegeses, 
candidature and ethics applications, conference presentations, submissions to journals and so on. 
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There are some things [he asks me to proof read and] I’ll say, ‘Okay, is it important that I read 
this? because I don’t want to’ … There are times I don’t want to be [involved] ... My head is 
somewhere else and I want to think about other things that are way more important ... I do find 
a lot of this humdrum a bit boring . ... Sometimes, I’ll just say, … ‘Look … I don’t want to 
think about that’. And then other times when I say, ‘Okay [later] tonight we’ll sit and read that 
bloody thing and … I’ll tell you what I think.’ 
 
With respect to the relationship between role accumulation, prescribed activity and 
role strain, of interest is that even those partners who as a general principle were 
happy to be involved in proof reading and providing feedback on draft documents 
reported experiencing times when they found the activity arduous and somewhat 
stressful.  
  
The second most frequently mentioned activity that partners undertook in 
consequence of the candidates’ student status was that of mentor or discussant 
regarding various aspects of the study:  
 
I believe that I am supportive and I would like to believe I am helpful … I am a sounding 
board for him. 
 
[She discusses her PhD with me] all the time. That’s one of the things we do talk about quite a 
lot … . 
 
[I’m a] mentor … someone to bounce ideas off. 
 
He would often … run ideas by me. ... Sometimes you have to just listen attentively rather 
than … try to come up with some answers for him … .  
 
One partner commented that his interest level was such that he was often the one to 
initiate such discussions: 
 
[She doesn’t introduce discussions about her study into our conversations more than I would 
really want] – no, not at all. Sometimes … I might introduce it into the conversation a bit too 
much because I’m very interested in it, and … I’m more than keen to pursue the lines of 
enquiry. 
 
However, again as with proof reading, the partners’ reactions to this activity were 
varied with some declaring that they enjoyed providing this sort of support (for 
example, ‘That’s not a chore, that really is a joy.’), and others indicating they did not 
(for example, ‘I’m usually tired and would have preferred not to have to … listen to 
anything.’). 
 
Another support activity that is similar to, but has a slightly different focus from that 
of mentor and discussant regarding conceptual issues, was provider of moral support 
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when the candidate was feeling discouraged and despondent. Three of the partners 
reported:  
 
When he gets overwhelmed I know he finds comfort in my words … When he is exhausted 
and stressed out … we talk about it, [and] I know I’m helpful in that way … When he needs 
me, I’m always available for him … I just try to be there for him. 
 
She’d feel very happy about it for a short while and then she’d get stuck into it and get 
depressed. She wouldn’t know where she was going or what to do and she couldn’t get in to 
see people … and then at night she’d come home and say her supervisors didn’t have the 
faintest idea what she was doing … [At those times] I think my role was just to be there. [If 
she was experiencing difficulties at any time] we’d talk a little bit about it and try to find some 
… way through it. 
 
We tend to have this time where we … decompress with each other every night, which I found 
to be very important ... I say my bit about my day and he says his bit about his. [Often we 
discuss things he is struggling with, with his studies] ... . As a partner … I found that quite 
good … . 
 
In contrast to the two areas of support discussed above, none of the partners who 
commented on the requirement that they provide moral support indicated that they 
resented engaging in this activity. Indeed, implicit in their comments was that the 
provision of such support was, in their view, an important element in their being in a 
committed couple relationship.     
 
The final area of activity related specifically to the role of partner of a doctoral 
candidate was raised by only one interviewee, although it was an aspect that several 
of the children reported they had been involved in (see discussion of Proposition 6, 
Chapter 6); it was that of providing support with technical aspects of a thesis’ 
development and presentation: 
 
I’ve done a lot of computer-aided stuff on [the PhD] … at various times … I wrote a couple of 
programs, downloaded some of the results and did some statistical analysis. There was a big 
mass of data that needed correlating and assembling too, and I wrote some programs …that 
correlated that together for her ... I got the data together and then it would be in a form that she 
could see it ... The work was interesting. I liked doing the work. ... You look at this data set, 
you find this interesting little thing; you look at that data set, and you find that interesting little 
thing, so there were interesting snippets all along the way. 
  
Clearly, this partner was enthusiastic about providing this kind of technical support 
from not only the perspective of directly assisting his partner with her study but also 
from that of his innate interest in the project.  
    
To conclude this discussion of how adding the role of partner of a doctoral candidate 
to their role set affected the amount of activity that the partners were prescribed, and 
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in turn their role strain, when the profile of the candidates’ partners is considered 
along with their comments about these four role activities, it emerges, perhaps not 
surprisingly, that for the most part those partners who (i) reported having ambitions to 
study for a doctorate in the future; (ii) were studying for a doctorate simultaneously; 
or (iii) had already achieved a doctorate, were those most willing to assist with 
cognitive and technical aspects of the candidates’ study endeavours. However, when 
called upon to provide affective support, most of the partners, irrespective of their 
personal experiences of having studied for a doctorate, aspiring to study for a 
doctorate or having no interest in studying for a doctorate, indicated their 
preparedness to give this kind of support.  
 
Regardless of the extent of individual partners’ willingness to be involved in 
providing indirect and direct assistance across a range of activities, as discussed when 
the applicability of Propositions 5 and 6 to the candidates’ partners’ experiences was 
explored, all but one of the candidates’ partners indicated that at some time they 
experienced some strain.  This is of particular interest because, despite this being the 
case, when asked the general question in relation to such activities, ‘How do you feel 
about the level of support you are required to provide?’ by far the majority of partners 
indicated, paradoxically, that they found their involvement to be rewarding overall 
(for example, ‘I felt very happy about the level of involvement with all of it, I think ...  
I was happy about being involved, and I liked doing some of the work.’). That the 
candidates’ partners responded in this way will now be explored in detail under the 
aegis of Propositions 7 and 8 which acknowledge that rewards may accompany role 
accumulation, and in turn, reduce potential role strain.  
 
Propositions 7 and 8, are respectively, ‘The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the reward one perceives from role enactment’ and ‘The greater the reward 
individuals perceive from their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship 
between the amount of activity and role strain’. Discussion of these two Propositions 
will focus first on participants’ initial responses to a general enquiry about what they 
perceived to be the rewards for them of having a partner who is a doctoral candidate 
and second, consider the specific areas of reward that they identified. 
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During the interviews, against a background of having described the many trials and 
tribulations that they faced in their role of partner of a doctoral candidate, four of the 
partners were somewhat cynical in their replies when asked, ‘What would you say 
have been the benefits for you of having [your partner] studying for a doctorate?’ 
They responded thus: 
 
Umm how long have I got? How long is this tape? I might sit here in deathly silence waiting 
for an idea to occur to me. Nothing occurs to me off the top of my head, but I’m sure doing a 
cost-benefit analysis, [and] if I was to sit and think for long enough, there might be some 
positives. Umm, I could laughingly say it’s kept him off the streets, but he wouldn’t have been 
on the streets anyway, so I don’t know.  No, I really can’t; I can’t think of any positives for me 
personally.  
 
The benefits? I can’t think of any really. 
 
The umm [hesitating] - not the studying. There are no benefits for me. 
 
[Chuckling, then pausing] - the question makes me laugh.  
 
Nevertheless, other participants readily, and the participants quoted directly above, 
following some prompting, were able to articulate some areas of reward. As with the 
candidates’ children, the partners described experiencing both direct and indirect 
rewards.  
 
As to the direct rewards, first, despite most candidates’ partners admitting that they 
experienced some strain at some time in consequence of their being required to 
provide candidates with substantial levels of support for their studies (see discussions 
of Propositions 5 and 6 above), it was also clear from the partners’ further comments 
that many of them experienced reward from feelings of inclusion when reflecting on 
the contribution they made to the candidates’ study endeavours. For example: 
 
[I helped with various aspects by reading, listening and discussing], so it’s not as if he was out 
there doing the academic stuff … and I wasn’t involved. As a partner, it’s just life. It’s just 
what we were doing … I feel a sense of pride and achievement ... . I’ve … [said] to [my 
husband], ‘We don’t realise what we’ve done. We’ve done quite a bit and we’ve done it all 
ourselves’. 
 
 She’d get data in and then … she’d bury her head in it for a few days …, but that’s to be 
expected ... . I didn’t feel helpless or anything [and I] didn’t feel left out ... I suppose it’s part 
of the nature of our relationship that … we just do everything - we get involved in projects 
together. That’s not actually both working on the same thing, but part of the overall goal we 
are working on, and we’ve pretty much always done that and the thesis was part of that.  
 
I’m very pleased with a couple of aspects of [me being involved with various tasks], one is 
that our relationship is such that I can be asked for support, and secondly I have the ability to 
be able to support. I think it might be different if I was asked to support and I couldn’t do 
anything – that could be a bit tricky. 
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The significance of the notion of feelings of inclusivity as a dimension of reward for 
role enactment and the complexity, contradictions and tensions that are present when 
a partner is overtaxed by prescribed activities across a number of major life roles, was 
underscored by one partner who vividly described the hurt and alienation she felt over 
her non-inclusion in her partner’s PhD-related activities:  
     
[He] may have [previously asked me to listen to ideas he had about his PhD, but that would 
have] been some time ago ... I don’t know whether he would value my comments [now], so he 
would not be prepared to discuss things with me with his PhD ... I feel undervalued and 
depreciated.  
 
then, immediately following, expressed her relief at not having to add yet more tasks 
to her already busy, burdensome schedule: 
 
I don’t know really whether I want to be involved in the development of it. It’s not an area 
that I want to buy into, because it may then, if I step into that area, then there would be 
additional demands.  
 
and completed her reflections with comments indicating she felt responsible for 
protecting her partner’s feelings: 
 
If I stepped into that in terms of assisting him or listening to him or proof reading and editing 
… and I made a comment and it was critical he probably wouldn’t appreciate it, and he would 
feel undervalued and depreciated, so it’s probably better for me not to move into that area.  
 
Of interest to this discussion of the notion of inclusivity being experienced as a 
reward for partners was this interviewee’s overall comment regarding her response to 
her partner’s anticipated graduation. Her comment notably is also at odds with the 
perspective reflected in the three introductory quotations above in that she saw herself 
as quite removed from the achievement: 
 
It won’t personally mean anything to me [when he has the title of doctor] because it’s not 
something that I’ve achieved; it’s only something that I’ve lived through as a consequence of 
my marriage partner. … [I]t’s an achievement for him … It’s just something that the family 
has been along with for the ride and lived through. 
 
When considered together, the quotations presented above highlight the dilemmas 
confronting both partners and candidates as they seek to determine what are 
reasonable levels of prescribed activity for partners to undertake during the period of 
candidature. They suggest that role strains felt in consequence of partners being 
involved in numerous, demanding activities that support candidates’ study efforts may 
be mitigated if, on balance, partners value the notion of a life partnership being 
primarily about “togetherness as a couple” rather than “separateness as individuals” 
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and regard the undertaking of doctoral studies as a joint venture, even when only one 
person of the couple is formally enrolled and will be accredited with the doctoral 
qualification. Further, they suggest that exclusion of partners from the opportunity to 
contribute directly to the candidates’ study endeavours may deny partners the 
experience and reward of “ego gratification”; be detrimental to partners’ self-concept; 
lead to partners feeling marginalised and alienated; and in consequence be a catalyst 
to role strain.  
 
Another area of direct reward identified by partners was that of gaining insight into 
doctoral requirements and processes in consequence of their close relationship with 
the candidate. One of the interviewees valued this insight because of his professional 
interest in academia: 
 
[As an academic who supervises doctoral students] I see a number of people grappling with 
this particular enterprise, but … being so close to my wife’s PhD I have gained … a much 
more intimate knowledge of how someone else goes about a PhD. My own PhD was in [a 
different discipline to hers] … and they are intellectually quite different enterprises. And I 
think what I’ve learnt is something of the intensity that a … PhD [in her area requires] ... . 
[That] I’ve been permitted to enter into the life of a PhD student at such an intimate level, for 
me is an enormous benefit for my development as a lecturer ... . 
 
another, because of his personal interest in studying for a doctorate in the future:  
 
[Because my wife is studying for a PhD] I know a lot more about the system and the process - 
... the way some of the work is done, about the way the university system works – more about 
it, anyway ... [Because of my wife’s experiences I have an] awareness of the trap of failure 
and of ways to go around it ... [Also], if I wanted do further studies and go on, then she could 
be supportive.  
 
and a third because of her general interest in doctoral studies: 
 
I am … an armchair academic, studying history and religion ...  As I want to be an armchair 
academic, I have learned a great deal from [my partner’s] studies.  
 
With respect to the indirect rewards experienced by the partners from their acquiring 
the role of partner of a doctoral candidate, four themes emerged as relevant in 
comments made during the interviews. These included partners (i) being impressed 
by, and proud of, the way the candidates enacted the role of doctoral student; (ii) 
believing the candidates were making admirable efforts to not only meet the 
expectations on them as students, but also those associated with their roles of parent 
and academic; (iii) feeling well disposed to the idea that the candidates would carry 
the tile of “doctor” upon graduation; and, (iv) observing that the candidates were 
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providing their children with positive role models regarding attitudes to, and 
aspirations for, education. 
 
Partners in this study unanimously expressed their admiration for the candidates in 
response to enquiries about their, that is the partners’, perceptions of the way the 
candidates conducted themselves in their role as a doctoral student. Their comments 
indicated that they believed the candidates to (i) have the aptitude required for study 
at an elite level, despite some candidates having an inauspicious history of 
educational achievement; (ii) be diligent and persistent, despite the many demands on 
them across a number of major life roles; and, (iii) be making good progress. For 
example: 
 
He did the work [that he was required to do for his supervisors]; generally he got good 
feedback ... [This is admirable] because he did not grown up with positive images of himself 
[as a student] ... A lot of credit is due to him because he did what he had to do … I can see the 
potential for disaster ... There aren’t many who do what he does. I’m not sure I could have ... I 
would have dragged us all down more ... . I would have brought my worries about it into the 
whole family. … I would have just had everyone driven nuts. 
 
[H]e would be the ultimate in a student to supervise because he is so self-directed, ... knowing 
and intuitive ... He’s an independent learner. He’s got a well-defined problem. He’s researched 
it. He knows what he’s doing. He’s taught … research methods, [so] … he ought to know 
what he’s doing, and I think he does ….   
 
[A] doctorate is a very demanding enterprise and I think that my wife takes it very seriously 
and devotes a good part of her time to thinking about and working on her doctorate ... [T]here 
are high points … She’s doing very, very well. The lows? - it is a lot of work. She gets very 
tired, but I’m very proud of the way she’s sticking at it ... My wife prepares written work 
meticulously … . [She has] a persistence and a determination to finish the PhD ... . She is 
moving forward very well with her PhD.    
 
I’m quite proud of her [as a student]. She’s stuck with it despite the many demands on her.  
     
In relation to the candidates’ performance as students, only one comment was made 
that could be described as somewhat negative. It, however, was made in a spirit of 
empathy and was intended to underscore the enormity of the undertaking rather than 
as a criticism of the candidate:  
 
He’s a bit lacking in terms of motivation to write it up. 
 
In summary, the candidates’ partners indicated they experienced affective rewards 
when they reflected on how they viewed their partners as doctoral students. Further, 
none reported feeling any strain because they believed there was a lack of effort or 
reasonable progress on the part of the candidate. Regarding the issue of making 
reasonable progress, this aspect is of special interest because most partners also 
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acknowledged feeling some impatience and/or frustration with the candidate having 
been a student for a very long time as a consequence of both their pre-doctoral and 
doctoral studies. The discussion will return to this issue later when Proposition 11 is 
considered. 
 
A second area of indirect reward for the candidates’ partners is linked to the first with 
its focus on their perceptions that the candidates were doing well in their student role. 
It is that they believed, that the candidates, despite the many demands on their time 
and energies, were not only meeting their role responsibilities regarding their doctoral 
studies, but were also making admirable efforts to meet expectations regarding their 
roles as parents and academics. Comments made during the interviews that are 
apposite to this Proposition, regarding the candidates attending to the family’s needs, 
and in particular those of the children, complement those reported in the discussion of 
Proposition 1 regarding the candidates’ main priority during candidature being the 
welfare of the family. The candidates’ partners noted, for example: 
 
Now having said that [the pressure on us was enormous], he did it [i.e. fitted in his study] well 
... He didn’t take too much of our time … [T]o see him work … never made me irritated 
because he worked, he did it, he got it over with … and engaged with the family. [I]t didn’t 
take on too much importance. [He didn’t] become too precious about the whole thing ... Also 
he likes teaching. He likes the students – actually enjoys that aspect of it [and is always 
organised and well prepared].  
 
[My partner] is a very capable and competent student and academic, and in many ways I’d 
have to say that his actual study has had little impact in terms of taking time away from the 
family activities because he has always been highly organised and worked around things so 
that [he could spend time with the family] ... He manages to make and take the opportunity to 
[be involved in the children’s activities]. … He is a superbly effective teacher. Within his 
University he has developed so many courses; [some] … for other people to teach [and ones] 
that he teaches himself. … [H]e’s a tremendously capable and talented individual … He’s the 
most available university lecturer that I know.  
 
These comments and others, many of which reflect partners’ positive perceptions of 
the candidates’ time management skills, are especially interesting in light of the 
partners’ previously reported declarations about feeling overburdened by their amount 
of prescribed activity (see discussion of Propositions 4 and 6). They suggest that three 
factors may be critical to partners maintaining their commitment to their relationship 
with the candidates, and being prepared to take on a disproportionate amount of the 
workload within the family despite the strains they experience in consequence of the 
candidates’ studies. The first is that the partners perceive that each of the candidates’ 
major life roles is extremely demanding in terms of the time and energy required for 
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role enactment and that each role carries significant responsibilities. The second is 
that the partners feel empathy for the candidates having to deal with the demands on 
them across their various major life roles. The third is that the partners believe the 
candidates are making sincere efforts to meet all of their role obligations.  
 
In keeping with sentiments expressed by several of the aged parents and a child of a 
recent doctoral graduate (see discussions of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapters 5 and 6), a 
number of partners reported that they felt very positive about the idea that the 
candidates would have the title of  “doctor” upon graduation. They commented: 
 
I’ll be very proud to see her graduate and have the title. 
 
Doctor Xxxx Xxxx, hearing it said makes me smile. He has worked hard for that title and I’m 
so proud of him. In a word, I’m impressed. 
 
[I]t indicates an achievement on his part ... In the university sphere it certainly adds credence 
to, and credibility to you and your potential research papers and whatever ... I do regard it as a 
significant achievement in life ... I would say it’s a wonderful achievement for my husband.  
 
Also echoing a sentiment expressed by a number of the aged parents and the 
candidates’ children, one of the partners commented that she doubted that her partner 
acquiring the title would affect him in a negative way. She focussed her comments on 
his behaviours and sense of self: 
 
I don’t think it will change him personally in anyway other than the way it has developed him 
and his research skills along the way, but I don’t think he’s going to have a swollen head 
because he’s Doctor Yyyy Yyyy. 
 
While implicit in this statement was the notion that the partner felt her husband’s 
anticipated personal constancy was a positive attribute, one partner indicated she felt 
compelled to ensure that her husband’s sense of his own importance would not be 
inflated by his achievement of the title:  
 
There was a little, ‘Oh, you’ll be, Doctor Zzzz Zzzz’ [from colleagues and friends]. He 
doesn’t get an ounce of that at home. There’s very little bowing and scraping; I can assure.  
 
Further to consideration of the partners’ responses to the candidates acquiring the title 
of doctor, several partners made comments indicating that they had, and they 
perceived the candidates to have, an uneasiness regarding the title. This aspect of the 
candidates’ partners’ reactions to the title will be discussed when Proposition 10 is 
considered, as it is the Proposition that focuses on role accumulation and 
incompatibility. 
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Finally, in relation to the indirect rewards, three of the candidates’ partners indicated 
that they thought that the candidates were providing their children, of quite wide 
ranging ages, with positive role models regarding the children developing attitudes to 
and aspirations for education. They commented:   
 
One of things that’s been very positive is that there is now an expectation in our home that all 
of the children will go to university ... There’s a lot of books, there’s a lot of the unspoken 
messages … that were not … in either of our homes [when we were growing up] … [The 
children] know they’re smart. Now that may have something to do with the fact that … their 
Dad has done well … These things are just helpful because they are the unspoken things. 
 
The [children] have become much more adult, and …they understand … the importance of 
academic work ... I suspect that the big effect [of them growing up in a household where their 
mother has studied for over 15 years on first, pre-doctoral qualifications and now, her 
doctorate] will be later ... [I]n later life they will think back …, and they will [remember it as] 
… quite an enjoyable period of their life and …. that will be a very positive thing for them in 
the future ... It affects [the children] positively rather than negatively … Certainly, with [the 
children] it gives an ambience of intellectual surround rather than something else. 
 
[My husband studying for a doctorate has had a positive influence on our son] developing 
sense of maturity and responsibility ... [H]e understands the importance of education, … 
working to achieve a goal, … being successful in a particular field and how nothing comes 
easy and you must invest of yourself and he certainly seen a good example in his father of 
investing time, … determination and perseverance in something that you value and, … think 
is worthwhile … [I]t’s a positive experience for him to witness [how his father approaches his 
studies].  
  
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility   With respect to Proposition 9, 
which is ‘The more individuals think their roles are incompatible, the greater the role 
strain’, it is relevant to note that the candidates’ partners have a range of roles within 
and outside the family that potentially may be perceived by the partners as 
incompatible with their role as partner of a doctoral candidate. In relation to the 
partners’ sub-identities within the family, but beyond their own relationship with the 
candidate, of most relevance to the focus of this investigation is the degree of 
congruence or incongruence partners perceived between their being the partner of a 
doctoral candidate and (i) the co-parent of the candidates’ children; (ii) the son or 
daughter of aged parents; and/or, (iii) the son-in-law or daughter-in-law of the 
candidate’s aged parents. 
 
As to the partners being simultaneously the partner of a doctoral candidate and the co-
parent of the candidates’ children, the candidates’ partners expressed the view that 
their children overall were not affected greatly by the candidates’ doctoral student 
status. This perception is in keeping with sentiments expressed by both the aged 
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parents and the children (see discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 5 and Proposition 
12, Chapter 6) and those incorporated in the discussion of Proposition 1 above, which 
noted that the partners perceived that the candidates gave priority to the welfare of 
family members, and in particular to the wellbeing of the children, over other 
responsibilities. In cases, however, where the partners indicated that they believe it 
did have an impact on their children, they perceived the effects to be, for the most 
part, positive. Not surprisingly, partners often linked comments on their perceptions 
of the effects of the candidates’ doctoral student status on the couples’ children with 
reference to the children’s ages.  For example:   
 
[F]or the kids there was not a lot of difference whether [my partner] was doing the PhD or not. 
The PhD was something like working. It was like working a longish part-time job, really. The 
kids came along part way through the process; they haven’t known anything else. 
 
They’ve never known anything else ... so [having their father] … fidgeting away in the study 
is kind of just something they are used to, so they really have known nothing else. And he 
does tend to take that break … that period [in the evening where he will do things with them 
for about two hours]. 
 
[In the early years of his enrolment], the children were so small that it wouldn’t have had an 
impact ... I would have been home with [them and] …  he would have either been at work [at 
the University] or doing his research [in the field], so he wouldn’t have been there during the 
day for the children anyway.  … [N]ow … they are older and more mature … they realise … 
he works as flexibly as possible on the PhD so he is available for [them] ... I’m sure they 
understand that they are his priority, and unless he can’t control the situation, he will be 
wherever he needs to be to support them … As for him spending time in the study on 
weekends and in the evenings, that’s what they have grown up with, besides it could be 
academic work or doctoral work they really wouldn’t distinguish between the two. 
 
Relevant too, are the comments made by the candidates’ partners regarding the 
candidates providing an appropriate role model for the children developing positive 
attitudes towards formal education (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 above), an 
influence of which the partners were appreciative. 
 
Of further interest here is that three of the partners remarked that they believed the 
candidates’ enrolment had affected their own and/or their partners’ approach to 
parenting in a positive way owing to their being stimulated to think more about 
parenting issues and their acquiring the skills to research possible solutions to 
situations which arose with their children: 
   
The actual topic of my wife’s PhD, which has something to do with [children’s behaviour in 
school settings] has sharpened up her interest in her own family, and so she’s almost living 
through her own academic study … She was always connected with [the children], but 
because of her reading for her PhD, it has enabled her to understand at a deeper level some of 
the issues that parents face.  
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[My husband has learnt to be] highly organised … . [because he has to fit his study in on top 
of everything else and] ...  it’s become just part of [his] view of parenting – to establish for the 
smooth operation, organisation of the family that each person has a defined role and takes 
responsibility for individual activities … I sort of laughingly talk about that because it can 
infuriate me, but by the same token, I recognise the value of being organised and how one can 
more effectively achieve a goal or an objective if you approach things in a logical, sequential 
manner … I laugh at [him] and his organisation, but there are advantages to it. And so being a 
doctoral student has had some very positive influences on the children and their development 
and our family organisation. We are … fairly punctual and we don’t forget too many things.  
 
If anything he has become … better [as a parent] because … he understands things better. He 
is able to … access information [regarding things] … we may be sometimes querying … in 
terms of how you parent because neither of us had any type of parenting that we would want 
to bring on with us. … [W]hen you know that you don’t want to repeat, you sometimes have 
to recognise that you wouldn’t then have innate skills [and] that you then have to go and study 
things and find the information … With our parenting there have been things that have 
happened along the way that we’re unsure of, so we both have the same level of interest and 
explored it together … Also, we are far more inclined now to understand the knowledge that 
there is in books and the knowledge that others have. … We would recognise that if there is 
something that you don’t know that it’s quite likely the information is out there. The 
information is available to you … rather than just … just operating blind. So he … has 
employed those skills to help the family situation quite a bit. And I have too, so in many ways 
that’s been good. So, there is just this – a different approach [to what we otherwise might have 
taken].  
 
While it was noted earlier (see discussion of Proposition 4 above) that two of the 
interviewees felt a responsibility to attended to their children’s emotional as well as 
physical needs, as an indirect consequence of the candidates’ enrolment, it is clear 
that any concerns these partners felt were counterbalanced by them feeling confident 
that, overall, their children enjoyed family life. This was an observation that other 
partners also made with respect to their children, for example:  
 
I just want my children to have fun and be happy ... [My husband] and I both want the 
children to enjoy their childhood and have fun and I think [my children are] very happy … 
personalities ... The children enjoy participating … in a range of what I would consider to be 
normal day-to-day family activities: … sitting down together and enjoying a meal at the end 
of the day [and] having the opportunity to talk about what has transpired in … that day. They 
enjoy having parents who participate in their extra-curricular activities and … doing things 
where there is interaction between specific individuals as well as amongst the whole family. 
 
[Our home is] a place where you have enjoyment and satisfaction in being with other human 
beings ... I think [the children] are well adjusted and comfortable about being themselves. 
 
[My children] enjoy family life ... [I]t’s where they feel safe. … [Our home] is a place where 
… every time any of my family walk in that door … they feel they are respected, loved and 
will have fun. I think it’s important to have fun ... [Our home is] a place where … we have … 
an awful lot of sharing, … openness and … honesty ... My children have no filter. They … 
enjoy family life – home life. I think we all enjoy it.          
 
[Our children] enjoy … a loving, giving, trusting, encouraging, sound life. [Our home] is 
where it is okay to have negative feelings, and where you feel safe to speak out and feel 
confident you will be listened to.  
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When considered together, these comments indicate that the partners perceived that 
the event of the candidates undertaking doctoral studies did not have any significant 
adverse effects on the quality of their children’s lives which they, the partners, 
believed were well-balanced and happy. Indeed some partners were able to identify 
aspects of the candidates’ student status that had perhaps enhanced the partners’ and 
the candidates’ parenting skills in ways that they believed had enriched the children’s 
lives.  In consequence, the partners did not experience major conflicts which could 
have resulted in role strain, in their parallel roles of (i) co-parent of a child of a 
doctoral candidate and (ii) partner of a doctoral candidate, arising from a perception 
that their children had been disadvantaged as a direct outcome of the candidates’ 
enrolment. However, not to be overlooked here, as discussed when Proposition 4 was 
considered, is that the partners were making an enormous contribution to the quality 
of the children’s lives by attending to the children’s requirements in the candidates’ 
stead to ensure that the children’s needs were met and that the candidates could 
devote uninterrupted time to their studies. As indicated, this aspect of their personal 
role accumulation, in several instances, was indeed a source of role strain for partners.   
 
As to the candidates’ partners’ perceptions of the effects of the candidates’ student 
status on the partners’ parents and parents-in-law, echoing comments made by the 
aged parents themselves (see discussions of Propositions  10 and 11, Chapter 5), 
several partners observed that their parents and parents-in-law were unable to fully 
appreciate what is entailed in studying for a doctorate:   
 
Occasionally [my mother and my wife] do [discuss my wife’s studies]. My mum is not an 
educated person herself, but she does … show interest and so every time we are together there 
are moments in which my wife can talk about her PhD, and Mum seems quite interested.  
Probably, I suspect she is mostly simply being polite. The conversations are usually short and 
superficial. 
 
[M]y wife doesn’t discuss her PhD in great deal with her own mother ... probably because her 
mother … doesn’t understand the nature of academic work and … would not appreciate what 
is involved ... My mother-in-law didn’t have education opportunities when she was young. 
Her family were not well-off financially. She didn’t have a secondary education at all. 
 
All [my partner] ever said to his parents … when they asked, ‘How are you going … with 
your study?’ [was] ‘Oh yes, very busy Dad, very busy Mum.’ and ‘What are you doing now at 
the university?’ [was] ‘Oh well, it’s really difficult to explain Mum and Dad.’ [because] Mum 
and Dad didn’t have the level of comprehension [to be able to understand what he is doing] ... 
[My husband] is an enigma in his family … . [Both his parents worked in unskilled and semi-
skilled] jobs … so they … would have had no understanding, comprehension and just were 
asking questions out of an attempt at showing an interest in what [their son] was doing.  
 
but were nevertheless proud of their offspring’s study at an elite level: 
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His mother … will have [his]  thesis … displayed in the home ... She enjoys the status that 
comes with him studying at this level ... They have been  invited to the graduation, of course. 
We wouldn’t dream of leaving her out [chuckling].   
 
His father thinks it is wonderful because as he says, ‘It sounds so important’ ... Sometimes, as 
a joke he says, ‘Hey, Doctor  Vvvv Vvvv, how’s it going’. He likes the idea of having a doctor 
in the family. 
 
My parents are very proud … They tell him he is the first person to have studied for a 
doctorate that they know  … or have ever known ... They have framed photos of all his 
graduations on display in their dining room … I’m sure it won’t be any different for the 
doctorate.  
 
I think my mother respects my wife … [S]he is pleased that I’m married to someone who is 
clever enough to be engaged in a PhD ... and [that’s] … good for me as a husband and son ... 
If it’s at all possible, she’ll be at the graduation. 
 
Further, against a background of the partners revealing that they and other adult 
family members were actively involved in providing substantial support to aged 
family members (see discussion of Proposition 5 above), several of the candidates’ 
partners indicated that they believed the candidates to be attentive and diligent in 
contributing in some way to the support of their aged parents and parents-in-law. For 
example:  
 
[There’s been] a general decline [in my father-in-law since my husband began his doctorate] 
because of his age and ill health, [but my husband’s study] hasn’t impacted upon him in any 
way because … [my husband visits him regularly and takes care of the many tasks he is not 
able to now do himself] ... So I really don’t think that … my father-in-law would say that [my 
husband’s] study has impacted upon him in any way.  
 
I think she is a very sensitive and caring daughter-in-law. I think she understands [my mother] 
quite well and is there for her when required, but is not there when not required. 
 
[My partner] reassures his mother that she should never hesitate to call should she need 
assistance of any kind at any time.   
 
I think [my wife] does a very good job [as a daughter]. I think she’s very helpful to her mother 
… She is elderly. She’s still quite alert … [Her needs] are not physical needs as much as sort 
of a bit of company and having someone round to fuss around her for awhile. 
 
In summary, none of the partners reported that they perceived the candidates to have 
acted in a negligent way towards their aged parents in consequence of the candidates’ 
doctoral studies; on the contrary, comments by the partners indicate that they believed 
that the candidates wanted to be involved in their aged parents’ lives and make a 
positive contribution to their parents’ quality of life and hence were active, to varying 
degrees, in supporting aged family members.  
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Of further interest to the discussion of this Proposition are comments made by three of 
the partners who introduced the notion that candidates’ partners might experience 
some disquiet from these dual roles arising from their sensibilities to the candidates’ 
plight. One partner reported how a candidate had been distressed by the circumstance 
of her studies creating an obstacle for her meeting what she perceived were her role 
responsibilities at a critical point in her mother’s life, and this in turn had affected the 
candidate’s partner:  
 
[My wife’s] Mum suffered from [a debilitating illness] for a long time, but it was very kept 
under control [with medication] ... [We travelled overseas so that my wife could collect data] 
and when we got back [her mother] was a mess with [the disease], so [my wife] got … 
[stressed about that] … She felt left out that that had happened while we were away … she felt 
disappointed she … couldn’t help. I was concerned for my wife. There was a clash of 
demands on her. 
 
while, in keeping with comments reported in the discussion of Proposition 5, Chapter 
5, another partner explained that he felt aggrieved over what he perceived was an 
unfair allocation of responsibility for the care of the candidate’s mother, on the basis 
of gender, particularly as this was interfering with her progress with her studies:  
 
[M]y wife takes much more responsibility for her mother than do her … sons … although one 
lives closer to their mother. [I think my mother-in-law expects more of her daughter than she 
expects of her sons] …; she’s of that generation. … [T]here is an unfair burden on my wife … 
Her brothers are retired ... and [my partner] is under a lot of pressure trying to complete her 
thesis. It doesn’t seem fair to me ... I think the situation suits my brothers-in-law … They 
don’t insist on doing more [chuckling]. 
 
and a third noted his concern over what he perceived was, for a candidate, a 
burdensome number of prescribed activities, one of which was attending to her 
parents’ needs during what otherwise might have been a time for relaxation from her 
studies: 
 
[My wife] spends several hours each week-end with her mother and father – usually it’s half a 
day but often it’s an entire day. It’s part of her recreation time … and while I think she enjoys 
being with them, it is a commitment and there are always things that they want her to do for 
them. It’s not as though a visit is about sitting around having cups of tea and a chat ... I do feel 
some concern that there is never time for my wife to relax, but she says if she didn’t visit them 
regularly she would feel … guilty … .   
 
Implicit in each of these statements is that the partners’ loyalty to the candidates and 
sensitivity to how the candidates are affected by feeling responsible for contributing 
to their parents’ well-being and the pressures on them as students, resulted in these 
partners experiencing some related role strain. 
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To conclude the discussion of the partners’ experiences of role incompatibility 
regarding their simultaneous roles of (i) son/son-in-law or daughter/daughter-in-law 
of aged parents and (ii) partner of a doctoral candidate, comments made by the 
candidates’ partners indicated that the partners believe that the candidates’ parents for 
the most part were not affected in negative ways in consequence of the candidates’ 
student status. Indeed, the partners believed the parents typically enjoyed aspects of 
having adult offspring who were studying at a doctoral level. However, it emerged 
from some partners’ comments that a range of situations does have the potential to 
catalyse aged parents and/or candidates experiencing stress in consequence of the 
candidates’ doctoral student status. In such instances, candidates’ partners’ feelings of 
empathy for aged parents and candidates alike could result in role strain for the 
candidates’ partners. 
 
The discussion will now consider the issue of role incompatibilities in the context of 
partners having a number of parallel role relationships with the candidate, in 
particular consideration will be given to issues that can arise when partners are 
simultaneously the partner of a doctoral student and (i) the candidate’s life partner and 
(ii) the partner of an academic.  
 
First, while references to partners’ experiences of tensions between their roles of life 
partner and partner of a doctoral candidate permeate this Chapter, an additional 
phenomenon not mentioned thus far in relation to the partners was that of changes in 
the candidates’ demeanour and/or behaviour when working on their doctoral studies. 
Although this phenomenon was also observed by the candidates’ children (see 
discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 6), the reaction of the children and the partners 
differed markedly in that while the changes did not cause concern to the children, the 
partners who referred to the phenomenon found dealing with it challenging. They 
described their experiences thus:   
 
I came up with the phrase, ‘He’s in the PhD zone’ as a tag to describe what he is like when he 
is totally immersed in his studies. At first … I found it very hurtful and took it personally. He 
just wouldn’t communicate – withdrew from me totally. We had to speak about it and now I 
understand it’s not about me, but he may be trying to work out some tricky problem and it’s 
important that he focus on his ideas so he can figure it out. … I’m okay with it now, but it was 
hard. As I said, I was very hurt.    
 
It is confronting to have somebody physically available but mentally still chewing over 
whatever it is that they come away from doing. That’s irritating to … me. ... Now… I’m quite 
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sure it doesn’t happen to a truck driver. He comes home and he’s home and that’s it, and it’s 
not as if he is sitting there mulling over in his head some of this stuff … You can clearly pick 
up if somebody is not paying you full attention.     
 
Second, it was evident that some partners experienced significant stress from the 
overlap between their roles of partner of an academic and partner of a doctoral 
candidate when they, that is the partners, spoke about how institutions burdened staff 
with what the partners perceived to be unreasonable work-related demands: 
 
At his level, he’s supposed to have a PhD and if the University would only provide more time 
and relieve him of more teaching responsibilities then he would have the opportunity to 
complete his PhD, then we would all be less stressed. 
 
I think that the demands of his work [as an academic] have placed incredible stress and 
pressure on him. The huge teaching responsibilities that he has had, to my mind, are expecting 
too much – then on top he’s expected to do study for a research degree. … [S]ome of these 
people don’t even have PhDs themselves, but you’d think with a bit of imagination they 
should be able to realise the amount of stress they are creating and … the disruption to 
normal, healthy family relations. 
 
Taking leave without pay or leave on half pay to complete it could be necessary. PhD 
candidates are given no special consideration. There are expectations that you will work 
across several campuses, carry a full teaching load, attend to admin. duties, be involved in 
recruitments, set and correct exams and assignments, be involved in course development and 
review, attend PD sessions  … - the list is endless – and do a PhD. 
 
Not all partners, however, experienced this type of tension; one noted: 
 
The University makes time available for [my partner] to do a PhD but also the encouragement 
to do it. I don’t know if we should expect more.  
 
The final partner role permutation to be considered in this discussion of Proposition 9 
recognises that three parallel roles in combination may create role strain owing to 
perceptions of role incompatibilities on the part of candidates’ partners. These are 
those of (i) partner of a doctoral candidate, (ii) paid-work employee and (iii) partner 
of an academic. With respect to this combination, two partners recounted their 
experiences as follows: 
 
Another area that I find difficult about her doing a doctorate is that my own work requires a 
lot of concentration and effort … and is really demanding. Often I bring … work home with 
me, and often … I’m trying to solve problems and find solutions ... . [T]here is [n]ever any 
down time for me because when I might have some down time I have some sort of  … 
obligation which is probably directly or indirectly related to supporting her do her study or her 
teaching. 
 
I regard my [own paid-work] duties [as very important] and [take my] responsibilities [very 
seriously]. … [My area of work] … is not just a job; it’s something that is all consuming … I 
feel responsibilities … no matter where I am; I’m always on duty. I don’t believe my 
workload is less than [my partner’s] but somehow my work doesn’t get the recognition that 
his does – and that’s by us and others ..., so I have to battle on without anyone giving a damn 
about how I’m managing to keep up with my workload let alone all the juggling I need to do 
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[across my other responsibilities] … [E]veryone asks after him and how he’s managing and 
how his study is going [but no-one asks about me]. 
  
It is clear from these comments that these partners perceive that their work-related 
needs are subsumed by the needs of the candidates as the candidates endeavour to 
meet both their work and study-related responsibilities. Also of interest with respect 
to these two quotations, is that they highlight that paid-work activities for these 
partners is not limited to either a workplace location or regular hours. This 
phenomenon is directly relevant to Proposition 12 which deals with notions of the 
relationship between compartmentalisation and role strain and is discussed in greater 
detail below. 
 
The discussion of Proposition 10, which is ‘The greater the role accumulation, the 
greater the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set’ will focus on partners’ 
perceptions of the difficulties and challenges that could potentially arise, or that they 
indeed experienced, in consequence of the candidates’ enrolment. This discussion is 
particularly critical to this investigation because it brings to the fore the areas of 
tension and pressure that may be experienced by the candidates’ most intimate life 
associates.  
 
Notwithstanding that there were a very small number of candidates’ partners who 
participated in this study who were unable to recall actual, or describe potential 
instances of role incompatibility arising from the candidates’ student status, several of 
the candidates’ partners articulated a range of issues that can confront those who 
acquire the specific identity of partner of a doctoral candidate as a dimension of their 
role of life partner. Comments made by the candidates’ partners indicate that feelings 
of role incompatibility may arise from concerns partners have both during and 
following candidature as the candidates attempt to deal with a range of dilemmas. 
Further, while previous discussions have highlighted the partners’ perceptions of the 
rewards they experienced in the role of partner of a doctoral candidate (see 
discussions of Propositions 7 and 8), the discussion of this Proposition demonstrates 
that simultaneously to their recognising that there were personal rewards for them in 
having a partner who was studying at a doctoral level, many partners were also 
grappling with issues that were threatening, or potentially threatening, to individuals’ 
sense of well-being and/or the sustainability of couples’ relationships.  
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Regarding strains felt by partners during and following enrolment, when candidates 
were confronted with a range of dilemmas related to their doctoral studies, one partner 
indicated his concerns for the candidate’s well-being during the time she was 
organising articulation from a Master’s to a doctoral program, when he reported: 
 
I suppose I was worried about when she changed from a Master’s to a PhD. I wasn’t worried 
about the actual work and her getting a PhD, but she’d virtually got her Master’s, and now if 
she failed, she’d come back with nothing, except a failed attempt ... [There was] the thought in 
me, or the fear in me, of her not finishing. Umm it wasn’t the not finishing, but it was the 
effect on her and her self-esteem of effectively failure. Because she did a combined Master’s 
and PhD, she wouldn’t even … come out with a Master’s. 
 
and then part way through her enrolment, about which he commented:  
 
After [my wife collected the data] there was a very bad stretch in there and she was suffering 
badly … from not being confident that she was doing the right thing ... [Also, our new baby] 
wasn’t sleeping and so she wasn’t sleeping … and I think on more than one occasion she was 
going to chuck it in. But … she’d done so much work … and gone so far into it … I didn’t 
want to see that all go to waste. … I’ve heard from a few people that … one of the worst 
things is the nearly done PhD. … I wouldn’t have been disappointed [in her]; I would have 
been disappointed for her, as well as disappointed for myself because of all the effort that had 
gone into it by both of us. And I would be very concerned about … her future mental state … 
her outlook on life and her … attitude following it.   
 
while several partners indicated that strains may persist beyond graduation when they 
reported that they had, and they perceived the candidates to have, an uneasiness 
regarding the candidates acquiring the title of “doctor”, for example: 
 
[For] individuals who do [complete doctorates] … it’s a very personal thing as to whether they 
wish to be known as Doctor So-and-so. I know some doctors who never tell people that 
they’re Doctor “Whatever”, unless they’re within their particular field. … I don’t know how 
[my husband] is going to respond to that. I think because he is in the university sphere then 
naturally he’s going to be addressed as “doctor”. [S]ome people will say, ‘What a wonderful 
achievement to have a PhD’ and other people will say, ‘PhD? what does that mean? - you’re 
some dickhead from the university who doesn’t know this from that.’  
 
[T]he general populace doesn’t know it or understand it or welcome it, so sometimes, 
depending on who you are dealing with, it’s probably better to not even say that you’ve got a 
university education, let alone that you are [a] doctor. 
 
I can’t put it down to specifics, but [my partner] won’t use the prefix “doctor” anywhere. She 
will actually try to avoid it. 
 
In addition to these comments, at a more deeply personal level, the candidates’ 
partners who were participating in the study, identified a range of factors, related 
specifically to the candidates’ student status, that could undermine a partner’s sense of 
wellbeing and the viability of a couple’s relationship. In all, the partners identified six 
areas of potential negative impact that they felt cautious of during candidature. These 
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included strains experienced in consequence of partners: first, being simultaneously 
the partner of a mid-career doctoral candidate and a new parent, for example: 
 
[When he first began to study … I had babies, and students [would be] ringing wondering 
whether [he] wanted to go drinking and I’m thinking ‘What?’ [hushed, incredulous voice] ... 
[He] started [studying] when [our first child] was born. … [T]he whole thing happened 
together and I, all of a sudden, instead of being this person who was out and working and 
going and doing and … fit and all of those things to being at home, being tired, being 
[whatever] and he was leaving [to go socialising]. When you have a new born baby …, 
[n]othing compares with how drained you feel. … [T]he two of those came together, and that 
was initially difficult because … I knew that … I would resent [it] but then I had to explain 
what it was that I would resent, because he didn’t know that ... [A]nd it coincided with the no 
money. … [I] t was a difficult … few years. 
 
Second, fearing that candidates might give priority to their student role over that of 
their family member role, for example: 
 
[I made it clear that the idea that] Daddy’s doing [a PhD] because … he’s so bloody important 
[was unacceptable] ... [It wouldn’t have been acceptable if he said], ‘Oh, I can’t possibly be 
expected to do that, I’m a student’, because he was not a student per se … That time of his life 
had passed. He was getting an opportunity to go back … [H]e could not turn around and 
become just a student because … it wouldn’t have worked. We wouldn’t have survived 
because I wouldn’t [want to be] married to a student. … I was a grown woman with children 
and wanted to enjoy life. I wasn’t prepared to … say, ‘Well okay, well here’s the next [x 
number of years] let’s just do nothing except attend to your academic needs during that time.’.  
 
My only fear [was] that I’d end up with a teenager [and he would revert to teenage attitudes 
and behaviours]. 
 
Third, feeling concerns that the candidates may believe, as their studies progressed, 
that they were outgrowing their partners intellectually, for example: 
 
When I married [him] I think he thought that I was an interesting, intelligent person, and I 
think that his perception has changed over the years. 
 
[Just after he enrolled], if [my husband] was going somewhere [with a group of fellow 
students] where I wasn’t going with him, really … I became a little touchy that he was 
thinking he was leaving me behind brains-wise … . I became touchy of anything that would 
smack of, ‘You wouldn’t understand that’. It bothered me that he might be thinking, ‘I have 
another world out there that I can engage in, but you don’t belong in that world. … You 
wouldn’t understand’ or things like that sort of thing. 
 
[Y]ou need to have a solid relationship to go into it. … [I]t is divisive in that it takes one party 
away from the other, which is not a good thing. … . It can appear to exclude one, so it can 
appear that your other party has gone off doing this terribly important thing and what can then 
happen is that you can feel that, that is being chosen over you, which is not a good feeling for 
anybody. … [Y]ou really do have to know yourself … as well as knowing your partner. … 
[Y]ou need to be able to say that these things happen because … they’re there. They are not 
going to go anywhere ... . [A]Iso if you have somebody who gets all puffed up at the notion of 
how important they are and what they are doing [it could be a problem]. And I truly can see 
that could happen. 
 
I [expect] respect back [from my husband because I do so much to support him] ... I think 
respect there is important because had [my husband]’s notion of himself become distorted I 
think that would have been a problem because if he had shown disrespect to me in my role I 
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couldn’t have withstood that; I wouldn’t have. 
 
Such comments indicate that these partners felt strains similar to those described as 
applicable to partners of other student cohorts over a number of decades from the 
perspective of both partners and students themselves. For example as indicated in 
Chapter 2, Halleck (1976 p. 171) noted that in consequence of the differences in their 
educational experiences there is ‘a gradual breakdown in parity of education, prestige, 
and status between the two partners’. Guy (1987 p. 41) also presented an argument 
that students may feel they are ‘growing away from their loved ones’ because of 
changing values, interests and opinions. While Maynard and Pearsall (1994 p. 229) 
wrote, ‘… the changing identity of the student … may pose a threat to the equilibrium 
of existing relationships’. The reoccurrence of this theme in this study reveals it to be 
a persistent concern for the partners of those who return to study regardless of the 
level of study undertaken. The perspectives of candidate participants in this study on 
this issue will be presented in Chapter 8. 
  
Fourth, acknowledging discrepancies in academic qualifications between those in a 
couple-relationship can threaten the longevity of those relationships; for example, one 
partner described a vivid warning she received from her mother on this issue, in this 
way:  
 
My mother came and said, ‘You know, … you need to be very careful.’ And I said, ‘Oh?’ and 
she said, ‘Yes, … You have no clothes, you don’t do your hair, you’re working’ [in the 
home]. She said, ‘[Your husband] will soon have the degree. [He] will have the piece of 
paper. And you’re looking bedraggled and you have nothing.’ And I realised what she meant 
… [W]hat she clearly said then, she went on [pausing], and I laughed and she said, ‘Well, 
he’ll leave you. When you’ve done all the work and done all the supporting and all the lack of 
grooming that goes with it, he’ll leave you for a younger version of yourself’ … but … I think 
I’d recognise it if I ever saw it, but that hasn’t ever come about. But, of course, the potential is 
there because clearly … if we were to split up now, I have nothing on paper and I would 
continue to be dependent on [his] income and if I were to start [studying], I’d have no 
[husband]  … to help me through the whole thing. So, you do have to trust what you are 
doing, and many people have made that mistake. It is a common mistake … women work 
through the sort of re-educating of the husband who then does go off ... I clearly could see 
what she was talking about. But I did realise that she wasn’t talking about us. She was talking 
about in general. So … [it didn’t unsettle me], but … I know what she was saying. And 
obviously there is that potential for trouble, I mean, we laughed about that … You see, to the 
outside world [he’s] got all the papers and all the rest of it. 
 
Fifth, admitting to the possibility of their feeling a subconscious envy of the 
candidates’ doctoral student status, for example:  
 
I view [him] no differently [because he is doing a PhD], but many others do. But he’s the 
same - he had the same capacity - he had the same intelligence before he had any degrees. He 
just hadn’t done it. Now … there could be some of me in that, in that I know clearly that I 
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could do a degree if I wanted to and haven’t done, so perhaps that irritates me a little. I don’t 
know. That’s for someone else to figure out and I have no real interest. 
 
I suppose, if you dug really deeply, I’m a bit jealous in terms of I wish I was doing the same 
sort thing. 
 
[If the truth be known] I would like to have done one. But the thought of the work and the 
commitments, and all, really doesn’t inspire me at the moment. I would have liked to have 
done one and got it over and done with. 
 
While this collection of quotations captures five specific experiences that the 
candidates’ partners identified as having the potential to contribute to role strain, one 
partner identified a sixth area of potential negative impact when she described how 
she lamented her and the candidate’s general experience of deterioration in their 
relationship. This deterioration she believed was attributable, at least in part, to the 
effects of the candidate’s enrolment:  
 
I’d definitely say the relationship has changed, but … I’m at a loss to determine the exact – 90 
per cent, 10 per cent, 50 per cent, 40 per cent or 30 per cent …? Is it normal work? Is it 
normal family life? Is it the PhD? What area of responsibility it has, in terms of a change, in 
the relationship, or is it the number of years we’ve been married? or the fact that we have 
become too familiar and complacent? Or is it the way we’ve allowed our feelings to influence 
the way that we relate to each other so that we have perhaps been more condemnatory of each 
other? I can’t really attribute the PhD to a particular percentage, but I’d certainly say it’s been 
there big time as an influence on a change in the relationship and I couldn’t possibly say that it 
was a change for the better; I could only say that it was a change for the worse. 
 
Attesting further to this partner’s conviction that the candidate’s enrolment had 
significant detrimental effects on the couple’s relationship, she expressed her hopes 
for a reconciliation and resolution of their differences once the candidate’s thesis has 
been submitted: 
 
[I] think, yes, it’s had an impact … Yes, it’s changed the nature of our relationship and the 
way we relate to each other, but I suppose when it is finished and when it is accomplished I’ll 
feel a lot happier, and I’ll look towards seeking to restore, renew and repair what it has done 
to us ... Tolerance and effective communication are two things that I would like to work on.    
 
It is relevant to note here that during the interviews, such were the levels of disquiet 
experienced by those participants who described what they perceived were the 
personal and relationship challenges that candidates’ partners may face in 
consequence of the candidates’ doctoral student status, several of the partners became 
visibly emotional. In the three instances where participants, of both genders, clearly 
became upset, they were asked if they would like to terminate, rather than continue, 
their interview. All three were adamant that they would prefer to continue, with two 
electing to take a short break before resuming. Further, all but one of the candidates’ 
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partners commented either during or following their interviews that they found the 
experience of the interview and the opportunity it afforded them to discuss their 
experiences in the role of partner of a doctoral candidate to be therapeutic, with one 
noting: 
 
I don’t discuss how I feel about being in this role with anyone – not my partner, not my 
friends, nobody. I suppose talking to you tonight is … like therapy. 
 
Katz (1979) implied a similar therapeutic dimension for participants in his study in 
which he interviewed return-to-study female students, their partners and their 
children, each individually in the families’ homes about their experiences since the 
women resumed their formal education. He noted with regard to the participants in his 
study, ‘The families talked volubly, would gladly have continued the discussion, and 
perhaps needed to continue in order to come to grips with an experience that they saw 
changing their lives’ (p. 90).   
 
Taking into account the partners’ demeanour during these discussions helps one to 
fully appreciate the degree of sensitivity, insecurity and fragility partners may 
experience as a consequence of their perceptions of role incompatibility and the extent 
of the role strain that may ensue.   
 
To conclude consideration of Proposition 10, this discussion exposes several major 
areas of (i) partner vulnerability and (ii) risks to the dyadic relationship between 
partners and candidates, arising from the candidates’ enrolment. These phenomena are 
central to this research because any threats to individuals’ sense of well-being and 
couples’ relationships may not only be undermining to the quality of life of the two 
people involved, but may also have wider implications. This is because a breakdown 
in these associations which are at the core of family life, may have dire flow-on 
consequences for others, including causing instability to the entire family unit which, 
in turn, may affect the welfare of additional individual family members and damage to 
a range of intra-family relationships. 
 
Proposition 11 facilitates a focus on how individuals’ perceptions of there being 
rewards from role enactment affects their sense of role incompatibility and hence their 
felt role strain. Proposition 11 is ‘The greater the rewards from role enactment, the 
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weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’. Comments 
made by the partners indicate that they experienced rewards from role enactment at 
both specific and general levels, which contributed to a tempering of their sense of 
role incompatibility and hence their experience of role strain. 
 
One area of possible incompatibility for the interviewees in their simultaneously 
having the sub-identity of candidates’ partners and role of family members arose 
when the candidates continued to work on their doctorates while on family vacations. 
Potential conflicts of interests for the partners, if candidates were to work on their 
studies during family holiday time, lay, for example, in the partners simultaneously 
wanting (i) the candidates to complete their studies without delays and (ii) to have 
some personal respite from being responsible for a larger proportion of the workload 
associated with overseeing family activities related to either daily routines or special 
events. All of those who were asked how they felt about the candidates continuing to 
work on their studies during break times indicated that they were accepting of the 
candidates doing so, for example:   
 
It seems that we very rarely have holidays now [because] she would take some reading, if we 
went away … That’s fine ... I saw my role as still trying to support her for the family, but 
trying to encourage her to finish. 
  
If he’s an academic and if he’s pursuing a PhD and if he needs to do any reading on a holiday, 
he’s welcome to do it and … do whatever is necessary, or whatever he feels is necessary, [to 
just get it done] ... It will be lovely when we can have a very relaxing time away from 
computers and we don’t have to take a lap top with us ... [My partner] and I enjoy the same 
simple pleasures in life: fishing, relaxing, bushwalking, listening to the birds, viewing nature, 
and look forward to being able to do those things again one day.  
 
I rather like it if she takes some of her study along when we go away - every day counts. It all 
brings the completion date closer. We are planning a real holiday once it’s completed ... We 
are well over-due for a holiday. 
 
I’m happy for him to work on it whenever and wherever he chooses. 
 
Such comments were typically made in concert with references to the length of time 
the candidates had spent as a student and the partners looking forward to the 
doctorates being completed, for example:  
 
It’s the thought that it will be over, eventually - that it’s going to be over and you’re going to 
get it. ... [that keeps us going. It’s been] – what? 7, 8 years or something … [I]t’s been a long 
time, I know that ... It’s been drawn out a long time.  
 
Since I’ve known him over the last [quarter century] or whatever years it is, he has done a 
Master’s degree … and probably three or four graduate diplomas … He has just been a 
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perennial student since the time that I met him.  I just want him to complete it ... I’ve simply 
said to him …, ‘Why didn’t you just do a Master’s degree and a PhD straight away? and then 
you’d be finished all this crap by now.’. 
 
She began studies in postgraduate courses more than a decade and a half ago – pre-Master’s, 
Master’s, a short break and now the PhD. It’s been a long time. 
 
I don’t know of any other life with him, except this one with him as a student. We look 
forward to it being over. 
 
For these partners it seems that the anticipation of the delayed reward of the 
candidates graduating and receiving their doctorates after many years of pre-doctoral 
and doctoral study, was something that the partners valued more highly than other 
more immediate rewards that are typically associated with holiday times such as a 
break from usual routines, responsibilities and pressures.  
 
Also relevant to consideration of this Proposition, was another behaviour that has 
similar consequences of intensifying the workload on partners in terms of their 
carrying the main parenting and homemaker responsibilities during a time when these 
would typically be shared by adult family members. This behaviour was the 
candidates’ withdrawal from the family home for extended periods to focus on their 
studies (see also discussions of Proposition 9, Chapter 5 and Proposition 6, Chapter 
6). While the timing of the interviews with the candidates’ partners meant that only 
one of them had experienced a candidate using this strategy and hence was in a 
position to comment on how they experienced this phenomenon, the partner who did, 
also endorsed the candidate’s behaviour. She noted: 
 
It took him eight years … long years ... He had a couple of years off [i.e. when he suspended 
his formal enrolment] when [two of our children] were born [but, during that time] he 
[continued to] work on it. [We had four children under five then] and at first I said, ‘Okay you 
can have every Saturday [to study]’ ..., but then I’d get really frustrated because … I wanted 
him around on the Saturday with the kids there, and so finally … three or four years before it 
was due in … we worked out that he could have one weekend a month, so he’d go away and 
have from the Friday to the Sunday … He had a [room to study in at a relative’s] house. … 
[H]e’d go [there] and he’d have that whole weekend … and it also was terrific because … 
when you’ve got that chunk of time it gave him impetus to be able to do a few things at night 
when the kids were in bed, whereas just that one day a week he just didn’t get enough to be 
able to that, so that was … absolutely sensational. That’s the way he finished it.  … [T]he last 
three years of his thesis we had that regime in place.  
 
In keeping with the comments above, this partner focused her attention on the long- 
term reward of the completed thesis and was prepared to give priority to her partner’s 
needs, in relation to his studies, over her own. Of interest also here were this 
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interviewee’s comments regarding the suitability of this strategy for herself if she 
were a doctoral student:  
 
But me, I couldn’t sacrifice a weekend with my family and not be around that weekend - for 
the whole weekend, for a month …I mean, sometimes I could but not on a regular basis. I 
could once or twice of course … but not on a regular basis for an extended period of time. I’d 
feel I was missing out on them, not that they need me [they are now in late high school and at 
university]. They don’t need me for weekends, but I’d feel I was missing out on their lives.  
  
These comments are of interest because they underscore the notion of the behaviour 
of withdrawal being incompatible not only with (i) this partner’s sense of an 
appropriate distribution of parenting and homemaker activities between herself and 
her husband, but also (ii) her own behaviour preferences in relation to the couple’s 
children. However, her use of the positive expressions ‘terrific’ and ‘absolutely 
sensational’ when referring to the matter of her partner’s withdrawal from the family 
home and the opportunities the strategy provided for him to make progress with his 
research, attest to the anticipated rewards acting to moderate the strain she 
experienced.  
  
At a more general level, when the two roles of life partner and a partner of a doctoral 
candidate are juxtaposed, whilst numerous comments made by the parents, children, 
partners and candidates attest to partners and candidates spending little time together 
alone as a couple in consequence of the candidates’ studies, two partners reported that 
they and the candidates were proactive in ensuring they did spend time regularly, 
exclusively in each other’s company, albeit for a short time. These two partners, 
clearly valued: (i) enacting their part of an intimate, confidant to a life partner and (ii) 
having someone with whom to share life’s adventures, challenges and achievements. 
For example: 
 
[B]ecause we don’t have a huge social network we get together every night. … [We] discuss 
what he does [as an academic and as a student, but we make sure we both say,] ‘What else is 
going on?’ … ‘Where are you in your life? What are you thinking? … [I don’t want to] just do 
the other type of relationship, which is really two individuals living together ... [We make time 
for just the two of us every day] to actually look at your partner and say, ‘How are you?’ I find 
that really important and … it has to be an ongoing thing ... There’re things you just want to 
[share with your partner] …, so I say my bit about my day and he says his bit about his ... [We 
do this so that we] can actually hear the other person. Once you’ve said your bit, … [you 
listen].  
 
We make opportunities for just us to spend time together. We will go walking or out for a 
dinner regularly… We always reflect on a number of things, and I think there is always plenty 
of space, plenty of opportunity to say things that occur to you ... My wife is getting better at 
asking me about how things are going for me as time passes. She did say once she was 
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concerned that all of our discussions centred on her issues, but I think I have plenty of 
opportunity to talk about how things are going for me. It’s not all one sided. 
 
Evident in these comments is that these partners enjoyed being in a relationship where 
they believed mutual affective support was a priority for themselves and the 
candidates. In keeping with: (i) previous references to feelings of inclusivity  (see 
discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 above) and (ii) partners’ general acceptance that 
their high levels of prescribed activity, all for minimal personal reward, is their 
temporary lot in life (for example, ‘[I am] hopeful for the future. I never felt it to be a 
sort of an ongoing situation, and really, temporarily you can put up with virtually 
anything’; see also discussion of Proposition 3 above), these interviewees indicated 
that they found being part of a couple with a common mission and goals was 
rewarding. Relevant here too is that when partners were asked, ‘Do you feel you are 
owed anything because of the support you have provided for [your partner] during 
her/his studies?’, none indicated they felt they were owed anything beyond 
appreciation and respectful treatment, for example: 
 
Umm that’s a difficult concept. Umm ‘owes me something’ - I think because I’m married to 
him he owes me something. He owes me some time; he owes me some commitments and 
pleasantness in our day-to-day living experience ... I don’t look at it in those terms ... I want 
him to benefit from it, and I want him to be able to utilise whatever it is that he gains from it 
in an appropriate way in his career. But I don’t look at it as though he owes me anything. 
 
Umm probably …yeah. I’d like the same in kind back - [for her to] be supportive of [me]. I 
don’t think it’s an actual issue, but that is what I feel I’m owed … just the same in kind back.  
She is supportive of me. That’s why I say it’s not an actual issue. 
 
[I just want] respect for me in my role. That’s what I’m owed ... I don’t want to be left with 
the feeling that I’m being brushed aside – no not ever. 
 
Umm no [I don’t feel she owes me anything]. I think I owe her a lot. … [S]he is a very, very 
stable influence in my life and is very useful in helping me focus my own ideas - professional 
and personal ... I know she appreciates my support. I certainly get a lot of smiles and ‘thank-
you’s … That’s enough, really. 
 
Consistent with the notion that sharing time together as a couple was perceived by the 
partners to be rewarding, were these reflections of one interviewee who expressed her 
view that, if she and her husband did spend more time together as a couple, their 
relationship could benefit:  
 
Sometimes on the weekend we’ve … gone for a walk together … and we’ve just walked a 
talked … [I]n a lot of ways [my partner] and I are both very self-sufficient. Because we are 
quite independent we don’t, regularly set aside time for just the two of us. I feel the 
relationship would probably be more compatible if we had more time to ourselves ... I still 
have a bit of a somewhat sad life in terms of  I am realistic and I recognise that my 
relationship is somewhat strained at the moment, but I still have hope and I still have 
                                                                         275 
determination to persevere and still have a view of seeing something through and doing the 
best I can at the time with the resources that I have, and that’s where I am. 
 
During the discussion of Proposition 9 it was noted that the circumstance of some of 
the candidates’ partners being unable to separate their paid-work related activities so 
that they did not overlap with the partners’ enactment of other roles, is pertinent to the 
discussion of Proposition 12 which is, ‘The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’. For the 
partners who were previously cited when Proposition 9 was discussed and also for 
others, for example: 
 
I am professionally concerned about the 120 or so [people] that I have [responsibility for] in 
relation to my [professional] role … I have a great deal of contact with other people on a daily 
basis ... [The area in which I work, involves helping people which], means you never relax 
and never stop [regardless of whether you are in the workplace, at home or out in the 
community] … It’s just always there.  
 
The whole work-life-balance thing is something that I ponder – even worry about because I 
rarely don’t do some work related something or other at home in the evenings and on 
weekends. I’d prefer not to, but it’s necessary that I work beyond office hours to keep abreast. 
I do admire people who can just leave work at work and when they close the door and turn off 
the light – that’s it! 
 
I detest the fact that my work … follows me home. I need breathing space and have none. 
 
being in demanding professional jobs that intruded into aspects of their home life, and 
being unable to compartmentalise their work-related role tasks clearly was a 
significant cause of role strain.  
  
While these examples are directly relevant to this investigation in that they focus on 
the partners’ personal experiences of the phenomenon of compartmentalisation in 
relation to a non-family member role that many partners undertook, that is 
employment outside the home, also relevant is (i) the partners’ perceptions of the 
extent to which candidates made efforts to compartmentalise their doctoral studies, 
(ii) the partners’ reactions to these efforts, and (iii) the partners’ assessment of how 
effective these efforts were. With respect to the partners’ perceptions of candidates 
seeking to limit the extent to which their studies intruded on family life, several of the 
partners indicated that they were appreciative of the candidates’ efforts in this regard 
with these comments: 
 
Having an office [on campus] … helped enormously because quite a bit of the stuff he would 
[do on his PhD], he would do [in his office]. He had somewhere else to be other than having it 
in the home ... [T]hat … affected the family in … a positive way … because what tended to 
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happen then is that [he] was working and doing his PhD all at once ..., so he was paid for the 
time that he was in his office, if he happened to be doing his PhD work, well then all the 
better. 
 
[H]e made every effort for [his PhD studies] not to detract from family life, so in terms of the 
time factor, he has worked very efficiently and worked at appropriate times [on his PhD]. I 
have to congratulate him for that. 
 
She is a very efficient person. [She] can do in two days what any other university professor 
might take a week to do, and so she manages her own time effectively so she generates gaps 
so that she can accommodate [some of] her studies … within [her work] … timeframe. 
 
Despite such efforts by the candidates to integrate meeting their study obligations 
with a presence on campus as an academic, many of the partners indicated that they 
felt that the candidates’ doctoral studies was an ever-present element in (i) the 
partners’ lives, (ii) the lives of their children and (iii) the lives of the candidates. 
Further, their comments suggest the candidates’ partners found its presence, for the 
most part, to be stressful, for example: 
 
Certainly my perception now is that unless you: actually have completed a PhD or … 
attempted a PhD or … have lived with someone who has attempted or completed a PhD, [you] 
… have no conception or perception in reality of what in fact it means in terms of its 
pervasive effect on one’s life and one’s focus and one’s thoughts and the tremendous amount 
of work that it is.           
 
I … just have the overall feeling of the Sword of Damocles - of this thing hanging over your 
head and the stress that it induces and I’m not entirely sure whether it’s just the PhD or 
whether it’s the work factor as well, but from my perspective the greatest impact that I would 
see that his doctoral studies has had on family life is that it’s affected … the manner in which 
he responds to everyday situations and family life ... [He is constantly stressed] ... because  … 
of the pervading nature of stress or stressfulness in the activity.   
 
The PhD can be an enormously disruptive influence, particularly if someone is slightly 
uncertain about what they are doing … You can’t do a PhD with a part-time mind. You might 
be able to do it in a part-time mode, but it must be with you all the time. 
 
If [my partner] wasn’t doing his PhD I would be a more relaxed person ... I believe I carry a 
lot of … referred stress … I feel an overwhelming underlying all pervading sense of stress 
which I … would have to attribute either to the PhD or to the nature of his work in general, 
and the PhD is a consequence of his work.  
 
I come home [after what has often been a trying day at work] and if he’s already beaten me 
home, he’ll be at his computer with no thought for getting dinner, doing the washing or any 
other of the hundreds of things that need doing around the home.  
 
Such comments are reminiscent of studies by Hatfield et al. (1994), Katz et al. (1999), 
Katz et al. (2000) and Rook et al. (1991) in which these researchers maintain that 
stress and tension experienced by postgraduate students can be “caught” by their 
partners if the partners find the levels of expectations on them to provide instrumental 
and/or emotional support to be taxing.  
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In summary, for the partners who participated in this investigation, the phenomenon 
of compartmentalisation and its relationship to role strain was experienced at two 
levels. First, partners did report that some candidates were to a degree successful in 
compartmentalising the enactment of some of their student activities in ways that 
limited its intrusion into family life, and for this, the partners were grateful. However, 
despite these successes, the enormity of the task of completing a doctorate meant that 
it was inevitable that the candidates’ doctoral associated activities did intrude into the 
candidates’ family life to a considerable degree. In consequence, the partners typically 
felt overwhelmed by its continuous presence. In addition, partners’ experiences of 
strain were further exacerbated in cases where they also had to contend with the 
pervasive nature of their own paid-work activities. In all, there was little relief that 
could be attributed to compartmentalisation from their experiences of role strain, 
emanating from role incompatibilities, for the candidates’ partners.  
 
While Chapters 5, 6 and 7 have presented the perspectives of the candidates’ parents, 
children and partners, respectively, Chapter 8 will examine in detail how the 
candidates experienced having to balance their three major life roles of family 
member, doctoral student and academic.   
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Chapter 8   Findings: The candidates’ perspectives 
 
Introduction 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 presented the perspectives of the candidates’ (i) parents and 
parents-in-law, (ii) children and (iii) partners, respectively. Using the same structural 
format, Chapter 8 will now focus the candidates’ descriptions of the ways in which 
and the extent to which there was interplay among their three major life roles of  
family member, doctoral student and career academic.  The eight candidates who 
were interviewed reported their perceptions against a range of doctoral student 
enrolment-time histories which spanned from pre-candidature through to recent 
graduate1
 
.  
Outline of candidates’ perspectives 
Table 8.1 Outline of findings for participant category of candidate 
Theoretical Construct I    Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations  
Theme 1 Consensus of role expectations         
 
Proposition 1:  The more individuals perceive consensus in the 
expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role strain. 
 
 
Repeating ideas 
1. It’s set in concrete and stone that a PhD is important and that 
unless I have a PhD I couldn’t ever aspire to get to level B. 
2. Study for a PhD wasn’t really a choice; it’s a requirement. 
3. I’d done a Master’s – I don’t know it just seemed like a 
natural progression to enrol in a PhD – the next thing to do. 
4. Would we have enrolled if we hadn’t been pushed? It’s hard 
to say; I doubt it. I really doubt it. I don’t think so. No. 
5. It’s all about politics and finance. There are pressures on 
everybody in the system to pump out postgraduate research 
students because it’s related to dollars. 
6. After my Master’s degree, I said, ‘There was no way I’d do a 
PhD; I’d never put myself or my family through it’. It’s still 
something that surprises me now - that I decided to do a PhD. 
7. It was a family decision; we sat down and it was negotiated. 
8. I’m not sure if I did discuss whether I should do it or not with 
my family. I guess I just expected them to accept it, like I had 
to. 
9. I wanted to go from full-time to part-time because my 
workload as an academic was too great. The change in time 
fraction meant a drop in salary. Could I? Should I? Would I? I 
had to have my partner’s agreement. 
10. I spoke to my husband about doing a PhD and he said, ‘Well 
why not? I wouldn’t mind doing one myself’. I thought it would 
be good if we were both doing one at the same time. 
 
 
                                                 
1 That is, within six months of having the title conferred. 
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 11. He tends to show his support by deed rather than word. 
Whatever makes me happy is fine. It’s a tacit approval. 
12. We are like ‘ships in the night’ at times. 
13. We are very close within our own family. 
 
 
Theme 2 Clarity of role expectations 
 
Proposition 2:  The greater the perceived clarity of role 
expectations, the less the role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
14. My number one priority is my family. 
15. I said to my partner, ‘I don’t want to be like some of my 
colleagues who are so subsumed or overwhelmed with doing a 
PhD. I don’t want it to be my number one priority; number one 
is my family. 
16. Family is first with us. 
17. By family I mean immediate family. That’s my partner and 
children. That’s number one. 
18. It was important that I was not making the children feel as 
though what I was doing was more important than them. 
19. We know sometimes that the children’s world dominates 
completely what we do, but that’s okay. 
20.  Certainly they haven’t had a completely selfless mother. I 
won’t do washing but I will support other activities. It’s me 
choosing what I see my role as a mother is. 
21. If I’m influencing my family the right way then they should 
be able to embrace the things that I want to do. 
22.  If I ended up nursing my mother-in-law – and it will be me 
who does – then my enrolment would go. 
23. I had to simply say to Mum and Dad, ‘Listen, we need to do 
the work for our PhDs. We can’t come to see you as often as we 
used to.’ 
 
 
Theme 3 Degree of diversification of roles      
 
Proposition 3:  The greater the diversification of a person’s roles, 
the less consensus the person will perceive in the expectations 
about those roles. 
 
Repeating ideas 
24. I quit having music lessons; I felt I couldn’t continue to do 
everything. 
25. We have very little social life outside the family. I have 
friends that I have neglected. Friendships need nurturing, but I 
have cut myself off. There isn’t enough time to do everything. 
26. It’s the tripod or triangle that places pressure on us. We are 
finding it very, very difficult to be good parents and work and 
study.  
27. The way work has been reframed has made everything 
exponentially difficult. They expect 150 per cent of you. They 
don’t look at the family side of it. The uni isn’t considerate of 
family obligations.     
28. I have a scholarship to study full time. Before going 
sessional at work I struggled to do my PhD; everything to do 
with my academic role was always more important and more 
pressing.  
29. I don’t think I realised how much me being an academic 
affected my home life until I moved out of it when I took up my 
scholarship to study full time.   
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Theoretical Construct II   Activity and rewards 
Theme 4 Prescribed activity       
  
Proposition 4:  The more activity that individuals believe is 
prescribed for them, the greater their role strain and this is a 
curvilinear relationship. 
 
Repeating ideas 
30. As an academic there’s no down time. I work a 60 hour 
week, spread over seven days. 
31. The role of a parent is to teach your children something 
about life and all the frailties and misgivings and the positive 
things about it. 
32. As a parent I’m there as much as I possibly can be. Most 
times I’m there. 
33. The children enjoy a lot of extra curricula activities which 
develop confidence, independence, social skills and so forth. 
We’ve nurtured these things. 
34. I believe parents should be involved in the organisations 
their children participate in. My attitude is, ‘Don’t let your kids 
get involved if you’re not going to contribute.’ 
35. Being a parent is the best and worst thing that has ever 
happened to me. There are rewards – sure, but they come at a 
price. Parenting consumes my energy – my emotional energy. 
36. I didn’t want to be on the committee of my child’s sporting 
club, but they said, ‘We’re all busy people, and someone has to 
do it’.  
37. If our kids left the sport’s club tomorrow so would we. 
38. My husband is a typical chauvinist. Cooking, cleaning, 
parenting – I do most of it. I try not to stress, but it puts me 
under pressure.  
39. My partner and I have various tasks we do individually and 
some we do together. 
40. At home I help out where I can, when I’m available. 
41. In the early days of enrolment, my husband and I bickered 
about household chores. Then we basically left everything in a 
mess. We decided it wasn’t worth the anxiety. That’s how we 
resolved it. 
42. The house is such a mess; it’s embarrassing to talk about. I 
don’t care. Well, I say that, but I really deep-down do care. 
43. My partner and I are friends as well as lovers as well as 
company – all of those things.   
44. When she’s busy at work we have to compromise and my 
study takes the back seat for a while.  
45. My relationship with my partner is such that we spend very 
little time together. 
46. My partner’s mother and father deceased sometime ago. 
47. We make an effort to see our parents regularly. We help out 
with banking, medical appointments, home maintenance, 
shopping and so on. 
48. My mother-in-law brags about me taking her overseas when 
I went to a conference, at her Elderly Citizens’ Club.   
49. I want to give Mum and Dad something back; they have 
supported me through so much. I wouldn’t be where I am 
without my mother. 
50. I take my mother-in-law shopping the weeks I can’t get out 
of it. It’s very time consuming, so I’m not keen really. 
51. I don’t see my mother as much as I should – and want to. I 
feel bad about that. 
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 52. I see Dad regularly, and after, when I’m driving home, it’s 
always ‘Oh no! I haven’t done anything on my PhD in the time’. 
53. It drives me nuts when I’m pressed for time and one of our 
parents wants to talk about mundane things. I’m never rude, but 
I’m horrified at how intolerant I feel. 
54. With a PhD, you can go through the whole thing not really 
knowing what you’re doing. I still live in fear of the mystique that 
surrounds the PhD. It’s a roller coaster, it’s a hard process. 
55. My first response, if ever I’m asked, ‘Is it going well? Is ‘How 
should I know?’ 
 
 
Theme 5 Delegation of prescribed activity        
 
Proposition 5:  The more individuals delegate prescribed activities, 
the fewer prescribed activities they have. 
 
Repeating ideas 
56. I choose not to be a subject coordinator. My workplace 
supervisor said, ‘You should be coordinating a subject’, but I said, 
‘No’. 
57. I do a lot of off-shore teaching, so I can get less face-to face 
during semester here.  
58. I’ve learned to say, ‘No’, when people at work ask, ‘Can you 
do this? Can you do this? Can you do this?’, I used to say, ‘Okay, 
I’ll do that.’ 
59. I may not coordinate, but I teach three subjects, which is still a 
lot of work.  
60. My Mum helps out at home. She comes every week to help. I 
wouldn’t be where I am without my Mum. 
61. Mum wants us to look after her; she doesn’t want to look after 
us.  
62. My eldest helps by driving the younger ones to spots venues, 
school etcetera. It’s a God-send.  
63. The tides have turned; I expect more of them now. 
64. The children understand they have to help us and that we can’t 
do a lot of things with them.  
65. The children do chores – with a push; they’re typical 
adolescence. 
66. I said I wanted a cleaner when I enrolled because I was also  
working fulltime. 
67. My husband said there was no way he was having a cleaner in 
his house. 
68. Having a cleaner is worth every cent. It saved the marriage. 
Money is an issue for us. We can’t afford luxuries. 
69. The novelty of my partner being chief cook and bottle-wash 
has warn off. 
70. We said, “For better or worse”, but she can’t have imagined 
what was before her. She’s wonderful. I won’t ever be able to 
repay her.  
71. I’m grateful for what my partner does to support me studying. 
I don’t say it, but we understand each other.  
72. They are his kids too.  It’s our house and our garden. So what 
if he does most of it? 
73. I say to my partner, ‘Look, you read this and tear it to bits. 
Does it make sense? Every so often, I’ll do that.’ 
74. My family sustained me when my confidence and morale hit 
rock bottom. They said, ‘You can’t give up. You’re not a quitter. 
You’ll hate yourself if you don’t finish it!’ 
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 75. I’ll have an appointment see my supervisor and then when I 
get home I have to say to my partner, ‘Well, aren’t you going to 
ask me what the feedback was?’  
76. I was telling him about my thesis and I could tell he wasn’t 
listening. That nearly caused a miniature World War III. 
77. He doesn’t need to know the ins-and-outs of what I’m doing. 
78. I don’t have much contact with other doctoral students. 
There’s no time. 
79. Doing a PhD is the loneliest thing you ever do. Sometimes 
you think you are going mad. You ask yourself, ‘Why the hell 
am I doing this anyway?’  
 
 
Theme 6 Role accumulation – prescribed activity   
 
Proposition 6:  The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
number of prescribed activities. 
 
Repeating ideas 
80. I’ve set up my office at uni for reading for my PhD. The 
plan is every morning I’ll read an article so that I can assimilate 
the ideas during the day. 
 
81. I can take my PhD anywhere. We can go for a trip and back  
and I can read Foulcault twice. I will listen to my interview 
tapes at the beach. 
82. I tried it, but the thing I couldn’t do was study at work. I 
couldn’t change and swap focus all the time. 
83. The rest of the family would say doing a PhD has made me 
an angry person because trying to study at home can be 
extremely frustrating, and I let them know when I’m annoyed.  
 
 
Theme 7 Role accumulation – rewards       
 
Proposition 7: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the 
reward one perceives from role enactment. 
  
Repeating ideas 
84. I still consider myself a teacher, but over the last couple of 
years my focus is switching to research.  
85. Doing a PhD has made me a better educator of postgraduate 
students.  
86. My passion is undergraduate teaching. Doing a PhD is just 
playing the game. 
87. Reading for my thesis topic me gave me a lot to think about 
as a parent. It has helped me mature as a parent and we have all 
benefitted in that way. 
88. Because I’m doing a doctorate, the children understand you 
can achieve your goals even though it might be slowly. 
89. Me doing a doctorate might have backfired on us at bit. My 
daughter didn’t take VCE seriously. Her attitude was if she 
decides she wants to go to uni, she can easily enrol later. 
90. By osmosis the kids have learnt along the way about doing a 
PhD, which is a good thing. 
91. We had to be careful not to be negative in front of the kids 
about my studies. We had to be careful we didn’t put them off. 
92. Being a parent is such a buzz. Nothing compares. 
93. When someone does a PhD it’s very tough on a couple-
relationship. We are no different.   
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Theme 8 Reward, activity and role strain   
 
Proposition 8: The greater the reward individuals perceive from 
their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship 
between the amount of activity and role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
94. My partner bends over backwards to find space for me to do 
my study. 
95. The support he gives me to do my study has made me realise 
the extent of his commitment to our relationship. 
96. Because we were both studying, things worked well for us. 
We understood each other’s need for time to do it. Things may 
have been different if he wasn’t enrolled too. 
97. My study involves some stats and I’m not that way inclined, 
so my partner gave me a lot of help, which was really beneficial. 
98. Because I was also doing a PhD, I could help differently 
than someone who was just a “I’ll be right on the night” sort. 
The help I gave had meaning. I helped solve problems and that 
felt good. 
99. My parents have said, ‘We’re very proud of you’. 
100. I think the kids are happy and proud, but I don’t know. I’m 
not sure what their exact feelings are. 
101. My husband brags to his mates, ‘She’s done this and that’. 
It’s a badge for his lapel. 
102. My husband doesn’t understand what I’m doing, but he’s 
very supportive in his own way. 
103. Doing a PhD teaches you about yourself. It takes 
perseverance and it’s enriching. It helps you to grow. You learn 
to think about things differently. 
104. I’m passionate about my topic. I’m enjoying studying 
something in depth, and I hope to make a difference. 
105. My relationship with my supervisor is great. She displays 
genuine understanding I’ve faced with a range of issues. 
106. Meeting up with other students as sharing experiences is a 
good idea, if you can find the time.     
 
 
Theoretical Construct III   Role incompatibility 
Theme 9 Role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 9:  The more individuals think their roles are 
incompatible, the greater their role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
107. There’s not a lot of support for staff doing a doctorate. I 
just have two hours less teaching - the usual research active 
concession. 
108. At my performance appraisal interview I said, ‘I don’t want 
to work full-time and do a PhD; I have a family.’ I was told, 
‘Well, people do it.’ No one in authority should turn round and 
say that to you. 
109. The work place intervenes again and again to make me 
wonder if I’ll ever finish. It’s known as performance 
punishment, so it’s, ‘Well done, now here’s some more work.’  
110. Being an academic is not a nine-to-five job. 
You work evenings, on weekends and into holiday time – in 
what should be family time. 
111. At times my teaching takes me away from my own PhD. 
112. To cope, I have cut down on the time and effort I have put 
into my teaching. 
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 113. That I now take less care with my teaching has led to me 
loosing some self respect as an academic. 
114. I have had to learn to cut corners with my academic work 
because my PhD was not progressing. 
115. I’ll graduate the day I leave this job, but I’ll have fulfilled 
my part of the contract. 
116. The expectation on me after I graduate will be huge. The 
cost to my family, devastating. I might as well be a monk, not 
married, not having any children and live at the University. 
That’s not what I want. 
117. Being an academic takes me away from my family, so does 
being a doctoral student.  
118. I’m a neglectful daughter; my study consumes so much of 
my time. 
119. With the kids, I’ve had to ask myself, ‘Was I neglecting 
them?’ There have been a few times where they have felt a bit 
alienated. 
120. Next school holidays, I won’t be available to do things with 
the children as frequently as my partner would like, which I will 
feel guilty about. 
121. We still have a family life and do things together; however, 
time is always restricted. 
122. Often when I ask them about their day, I’ll switch off and 
start thinking about my research. It must seem like I don’t care 
about what’s going on for them, when I do care. 
123. I was trying to do my PhD and cope with the strain of a 
child who was chronically unwell. I was mentally and 
emotionally drained by the time a diagnosis was made.  
124. Parenting a rebellious teenager without the burden of a 
doctorate is hard enough.  
125. I terms of family life and doctoral study, I think you have 
to be very careful with the timing of when you do it. The timing 
could be disastrous. 
126.  My partner is able to offer an ‘ear’ when I talk about my 
studies, but doesn’t always understand where I am coming from. 
127. My wife won’t enrol in a PhD; she doesn’t want to put 
herself or the family through it again.    
128. If I didn’t have a family, I probably would have been a 
better student. 
129. Once I get home, the kids have both computers occupied, 
so I couldn’t do my PhD then even if I wanted to. 
130. It took me two years to learn to study at home, and I still 
don’t do it that well. It’s a household of noisy, active teenagers. 
You wouldn’t expect it to be any other way. 
131. It’s taking a long time to complete. Family issues have 
meant it is taking a particularly long time. My work is 
substandard to what I am capable of and probably what is 
required because I have a family. 
132. Renovating while I have been studying as been a 
nightmare. 
133. When I finish I’ll become more a traditional type of ‘stay-
at-home’ dad, and do some things around the house. Things that 
have been put off for years. 
134. Home improvements are on hold while I study. I feel bad 
for the family that they have to wait. 
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Theme 10 Role accumulation and incompatibility        
 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater 
the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set. 
 
Repeating ideas 
135. Studying is rewarding, and I love it. I love indulging in 
reading and learning beyond what I ever felt possible for me. 
136. It stresses me because I feel uncertain of my ability to do it.  
137. I am astounded that I am studying for a PhD now; I failed 
year 12 in the 60s. Then the view was if you failed your HSC 
you failed in life. 
138. I saw people with PhDs as being up on a pedestal. I was in 
awe. They were out of my league.  
139. It never entered my mind to do a doctorate. 
140. My Master’s was not by research, so I thought there’s no 
way I could do a PhD.  
141. I, like many PhDs, feel like a fraud. 
142. Doing a PhD is the most selfish thing anyone can do. I feel 
guilty because of the time it takes up. Since I’ve been studying, 
I’ve become more and more selfish.   
143. Doing a PhD means guilt. It takes me away from the 
family, but it’s also rewarding, and I love it. I can get angry with 
the family for intruding on my student time, and that’s hard 
because my family is my life. At times, I feel I’m going mad. 
144. As a partner, generally, I’m loving, compassionate, 
committed, consistent, understanding and tolerant. As a partner 
and a PhD student, I’m hard work.  
145. My partner cops the angst when I don’t feel on top of my 
studies – but not the kids. 
146. I hope I haven’t become a different person.  I hope that this 
is a transitory thing. 
147. There’s been a need to talk about why I withdraw for long 
periods and don’t interact with my partner. It had to be 
explained in terms of the relationship and I’ve had to say, 
‘Don’t freak out’. 
148. My partner’s got the raw end of the deal right now and he’s 
got the patience of a saint. 
149. I’m resigned – it’s going to take ten years. 
150. Study has been in our lives, it seems, forever. 
151. I’d never do a PhD again – just from the physical point of 
view. The work at the computer is just gruelling. It takes its toll; 
my neck is dreadful. 
152. I don’t see Mum as much as I want to. She’s not going to 
be around forever. 
153. When you have children time is of the essence. Your 
children come, and then they go. There’s no point in having a 
PhD and not knowing your children and them not knowing you. 
154. Being able to talk about my studies and the effect on my 
family is good therapy for us all. 
  
 
Theme 11 Rewards and role incompatibility        
 
Proposition 11:  The greater the rewards from role enactment, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
155. My daughter will be able to look back to the years of me 
doing my PhD and know she didn’t miss out on any of the 
things that she wanted to do. 
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156. My parents don’t fully appreciate what it has meant for me 
to be doing a PhD. It’s not their world, so they haven’t fully 
understood. 
157. Mum’d say, ‘Why are you doing this? Do you really need 
it? You’ve been studying all these years. 
158. Although my parents don’t understand, they accept it and 
support me just because I’m their son. It’s endearing. It’s 
touching. 
159. Between my parents and parents-in-law, all four, only one 
finished high school, still they are all very proud and that feels 
good.  
160. When we first enrolled, we both felt we were too selfish. 
We are both enrolled and we are competitive. We try to out do 
each other. 
161. At the same time as we are competing we are helping each 
other too. 
162. If I had been an academic and studying too, it would have 
been beneficial for both of us. When I did my Master’s we did 
have more of a connection. 
163. I went overseas to a conference and took my daughter. 
My family like the idea of the title ‘doctor’ better than I do. 
 
Theme 12 Compartmentalisation and incompatibility       
 
Proposition 12: The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, 
the weaker the relationship between role incompatibility and 
role strain. 
 
Repeating ideas 
164. Work was for work; the caravan was for the PhD, and the 
house was for home. 
165. In the last six months I will try to cut my self off from the 
family. I will need to do that. I have been offered the use of a 
beach house. I’m considering going there through the week. 
166. My partner agrees that I will need to spend time away to 
finish. But will she understand at crunch time? We’ll see, but 
it’s coming to an end and that’s what has to happen for me to 
finish it. 
167. If I had my time over again, would I do it again? I don’t 
know whether I would. If anybody asks me I say, ‘I don’t 
know’. 
 
 
 
* The total number of candidates interviewed (N) = 8.  
 
Theoretical narrative 
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification in role expectations 
The discussion of the applicability of Proposition 1, which is ‘The more individuals 
perceive consensus in the expectations about a role they occupy, the less their role 
strain’ to the candidates’ experiences will consider the candidates’ comments 
regarding (i) their own opinions of, and (ii) their perceptions of others’ attitudes to, 
their embarking on doctoral studies in relation to two of their major life roles, these 
being (i) academic and (ii) family member.  
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With respect to this Proposition, of special importance are the candidates’ perceptions 
of their employing institutions’ attitudes towards their embarking on doctoral studies. 
These perceptions are significant because, as will emerge in the discussion, both 
implicitly and explicitly they underpin efforts of many candidates to meet the 
expectations on them in the role of academic, and thereby protect their job security 
and/or enhance their career prospects. Concomitant with this, is that with ongoing 
employment candidates are then well placed to meet their family member role 
responsibilities of contributing to their families’ material quality of life.  
 
Comments made by the candidates regarding their perceptions of the attitude of their 
employing institutions to staff qualification levels indicate that the candidates 
believed unanimously that their enrolment in a doctoral program was strongly 
advocated and endorsed by their universities. The candidates’ comments included:  
 
I was given the job [at lecturer Level B] on the condition that I enrol in a PhD ... At [the 
University where I worked previously], it’s set in concrete and stone that a PhD is important 
and that unless I had a PhD I couldn’t ever aspire to get to level B. 
 
I was aware of the increasing pressure from the organisation to have more PhD qualified 
people on staff ... [I]t’s written in the School Statements of Strategic Intent  … [I]t’s a 
performance measure - that a percentage of staff have PhDs … as the universities move 
towards a research culture. 
 
That staff have a PhD was [an expectation] … [It was made clear] for someone who wanted to 
move ahead or retain the position and keep being attractive to the organisation you have to 
acquire one ... My [workplace] supervisor made it clear at one point, ‘You should get a PhD’. 
It should be one of my priorities.     
 
Of special interest here is that two interviewees acknowledged overtly that the push 
was so strong from administrators regarding the importance of a doctoral qualification 
in the current higher education milieu, that the candidates felt they really had no 
option other than to enrol. They commented: 
 
It wasn’t really a choice. 
 
[The decision to study for a doctorate wasn’t a difficult one to make]. … [I]t was just a matter 
of necessity. It’s a requirement; that’s it. It wasn’t difficult. 
 
That others shared this perspective was evident in a variety of more extensive 
comments, recorded throughout this Chapter, and in their facial expressions and voice 
tone which typically were not overly enthusiastic when discussing a range of matters 
related to their enrolment. Despite these feelings of compulsion, many of those 
interviewed indicated that they accepted their institutions’ requirements for them to 
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further their formal academic qualifications and were willing to comply. When asked 
if the decision to enrol had been a difficult one to make, most signalled that they were 
motivated to enrol by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors associated with their career 
in academia, for example: 
 
[I decided to enrol in it] because I’m an academic … [and] I wanted to add something to my 
academic life … I thought, ‘Well, I did my Master’s, okay so I should have a go at a PhD’. 
 
[I decided to do a PhD] because I liked the topic that was offered to me ... [and was] offered 
the scholarship ... and I suddenly … thought … I needed to do something different and it is 
just something that happened really quickly. 
 
I was conscious of [pressure from the organisation to have more PhD qualified people on 
staff] but the reason for doing it, for me, was personal … in terms of a quest for personal 
knowledge ... I’ve been swept up by [the institutional] push, but it is also about my personal 
growth and my knowledge and my interests. 
 
[I decided to study for a doctorate now because I want] credibility in the field … To get 
another couple of letters after my name will mean I will be a stronger voice against [policies 
and practices that I resent].  
 
One, however, spoke candidly about the overriding importance to her of the effect on 
her income of her accepting an academic appointment that obligated her to enrol. Her 
comments included reference to her concerns for her family’s financial well-being. 
She reported:  
 
I was happy about the conditions [i.e., if I accepted a position at level B, I was expected to 
enrol in a PhD]. I thought, ‘Good … I’ll get paid to do this. This is going to be wonderful.’ … 
Prior [to my appointment as a lecturer B], I had worked here casually for 16 years ... and I 
thought, ‘[This appointment] is going to make a hell of a difference to me and my family’s 
economic [position] so [I accepted the offer, and the condition attached, happily].     
 
In summary, comments by the candidates indicated that there were several reasons 
that underpinned their feeling favourably disposed toward the notion, being advanced 
by universities, that academic staff without a doctoral degree return to study at a 
doctoral level. These included (i) working towards and achieving a doctoral 
qualification being in keeping with the candidates’ notions of what being an 
‘academic’ entails; (ii) candidates believing that having acquired a Master’s degree, 
study for a doctorate was a natural progression in one’s professional and personal 
intellectual development; (iii) candidates being passionate about and feeling 
committed to their theses’ topics; (iv) candidates believing, with a doctoral 
qualification, their professional standing and credibility would be enhanced; and, (v) 
candidates receiving financial benefits conditional on their enrolment.     
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Notwithstanding such assertions by the candidates, which suggest they were 
consensual with their institutions’ perspectives regarding the desirability for 
academics to have a doctoral qualification, during the interviews when discussing her 
attitude towards her enrolment, unprompted, one interviewee asked rhetorically: 
 
Would we have enrolled if we had not been pushed?  
 
and responded thus: 
 
It’s hard to say – I doubt it. I really doubt it. I don’t think so. No. 
 
and in so doing captured the prevailing mood of all of the participating candidates 
whose more extensive comments, across a range of issues,  typically had 
undercurrents of disquiet when they reflected on their attempts to manage the 
demands of their concurrent major life roles. This tension suggests that the positive 
remarks noted above, which create the impression that the candidates perceived 
consensus between their institutions’ staff credential initiatives and their own interests 
in furthering their qualifications, may simply represent an effort on the part of the 
candidates to take a positive view of a situation in which they felt they had little real 
choice. This interpretation is supported further by remarks made by the candidates 
regarding specific reservations they felt about their enrolment, which on professional 
grounds included cynicism as to the reasons for universities inducing staff to upgrade 
their qualifications; for example, two commented: 
 
[I]t’s all about … politics and finances. … [T]here are pressures on everybody in the system to 
pump out postgraduate research students because it’s related to dollars. … [P]ublications 
come out which are related to dollars. 
 
[T]he original expectation for staff to have doctoral [degrees] … was to imbue people with a 
sense of the importance of research … for the University to say, ‘Look we have so many staff 
that are at doctorate level’ and therefore that adds to … the community’s perception of the 
University as a place where the staff are qualified and well credentialed and researching type 
people … [T]hat was the original spirit of what was required. That has shifted [now] to, ‘We 
need people with PhDs who can go and do contractual work to make money’ ... and I’m not so 
passionate about that agenda ... [I]n practice the press is, ‘We need PhD people to do research 
that can make money’.  
 
and, on personal grounds, included concerns about their ability to simultaneously 
balance the demands of work, study for a doctorate and family life; for example, two 
others noted: 
   
 The primary reason why I’m doing it now is I was asked ... That’s the reason it’s being done 
at the moment … . I never thought I’d be doing it now. I thought … the kids would all be 
through schools and … I’d be finished my working life, and this would occupy me instead of a 
garden - that sort of thing.  
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[After] I’d finished my Master’s … I [said] that there was no way I’d do a PhD. I’d never put 
myself or my family through it ... My supervisor … got an ARC funded project and … she … 
asked me about it and I … said, … ‘No’ ... [I]t’s still something that surprises me now – that I 
decided to do a PhD – because I wasn’t going to do one. 
 
While for the purpose of this discussion of Proposition 1, these comments provide 
useful examples of two areas of tension experienced by the candidates related to their 
enrolment, it is important to note that additional enrolment-related issues were also 
identified as problematic by the interviewees. A more fulsome discussion of these 
issues is presented below when Propositions 9 and 10, which focus on role 
accumulation and role incompatibility, are considered. At this point in the discussion, 
what is relevant is that while the interviewees were able to report, owing to a range 
factors, that they were in agreement with their institutions’ credential requirements, 
for the candidates, as both academics and family members, there were also significant 
areas of disquiet.  
 
Against this background of having established that the candidates who participated in 
this study described experiencing a somewhat uneasy belief that there was consensus 
between themselves and their employing institutions regarding their doctoral student 
status, the discussion will now focus on the extent to which the participants believed 
there was consensus among their nuclear family members regarding their enrolment. 
Comments made by the candidates revealed that they were cognisant of both overt 
and covert indications of family members’ attitudes toward the candidates’ student 
status; however, it was the covert indicators that were given greater emphasis during 
the interviews and upon which candidates were more reliant when gauging family 
members’ attitudes.   
 
It was reported previously that, although there were exceptions, for the most part both 
the candidates’ children and partners believed that the candidates did not typically 
engage them in pre-enrolment discussions to determine other family members’ 
perspectives on the prospect of the candidate enrolling (see discussions of Proposition 
1, Chapters 6 and 7). This perception of a lack of consultation and effort to achieve 
consensus was mirrored in the candidates’ comments. For example, only a small 
number reported having clear recollections of themselves either initiating consultation 
or not: 
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We didn’t undertake the decision to do it lightly … It was a family decision and we sat down 
and … it was a negotiated. [I said], ‘This is what I want to do. This is what it’s going to take’. 
  
The decision to study for a doctorate was made in consultation with [my partner]. Oh yeah! ... 
I didn’t ask [the children] for permission. I just said,  ‘I’m doing it’. [My daughter] was seven 
[and, I think, too young to involve]. 
 
[My decision to study for a doctorate was not made in consultation with other family 
members] ... I made it on my own. [However, the decision to continue to do it] has been made 
in consultation … with my partner. … [W]e have canvassed [the idea of my] not doing the 
doctorate [after all, but] she wants me to keep working on it and complete it. 
 
Most, however, were not able to recall whether there had been discussion or if, as 
reported by several candidates’ partners (see discussion of Proposition 1, Chapter 7), 
it was something that simply evolved. For example: 
 
I’m not sure; it was eight years ago. I probably should have, but I don’t think I did. 
 
I suppose I never really thought to ask them how they felt about it … I just accepted that I had 
to do it, and thinking back, I guess I just expected them all to accept it as well.  
 
I don’t recall us discussing if it was a good idea as such … from the family’s perspective. For 
a long time - years - I resisted until I couldn’t resist any longer, … but the writing was on the 
wall … [T]here wasn’t any point discussing it with [my partner and children] because if 
anyone had said they didn’t want me to do it, well then I’d be between and rock and a hard 
place; wouldn’t I?  … [T]hat’s probably why we didn’t discuss it. 
 
In Chapter 7, it was reported that in some instances the candidates’ partners indicated 
that, across a spectrum, they experienced varying degrees of feelings of 
disempowerment in the process of the candidates making a decision to enrol. From 
the above examples of comments made by the candidates, it is clear that this situation 
is likely to have been a consequence of the candidates themselves feeling 
disempowered and compelled to acquiesce to requests or directives made by their 
workplace supervisors who were charged with responsibility for ensuring a 
university’s new policies were enacted. 
 
Of further interest to this aspect of the discussion are comments made by two 
subgroups of candidates who reported there had been extensive consultation with 
other family members prior to their enrolment.  The first of these subgroups 
comprised those for whom enrolment would entail significant financial sacrifice, at 
least in the short term. Two interviewees, one of whom elected to reduce his paid 
work time-fraction for two years and the other who took unpaid leave from her 
academic position to take up an ARC (Australian Research Council) scholarship over 
three years, reported:   
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I … wanted to go from full-time to part-time, so that I could give my attention to my studies, 
and that meant dropping a third in my salary ... I was saying, ‘I want to do this. I can’t do it 
while I’m a fulltime member of staff. The workload is too great ... [O]nce she agreed to that, 
she was very supportive of it. [But negotiation was required for me to be able to do it] … [A]t 
the time it was financially draining because we had learned to live at that financial level. So … 
we did a lot of discussion in that time. Could I? And Should I? and Would I? … I had to [have 
agreement]. 
 
We needed to discuss if we could survive with me on a scholarship without that influencing 
the kids’ schooling … [F]inancially, I need to be making a contribution … with a largish 
family … it all adds up and it’s not cheap. But I had [my husband’s] full support and I got the 
nod from the kids. … I wanted everyone to feel a sense of ownership.    
 
The second of these subgroups were those in symmetrical couple relationships, that is 
where both individuals in a couple-relationship were doctoral students, and thus were 
simultaneously candidates and partners of doctoral candidates. In a remark 
representative of others in this subgroup, one candidate described her and her 
husband’s pre-enrolment discussions and support for each other’s enrolment in this 
way: 
 
[We had both completed our Master’s degrees] and discussed whether we should go to the 
next level and the next step. … [H]e said, ‘Well, why not? You’ve got nothing to lose. See 
how you go’ ... And [not long after], he said, ‘Oh, I wouldn’t mind doing a PhD as well’, ... so 
we’ve sort of been going in parallel and I think that’s been helpful ... He has always been very 
supportive – probably because we’ve both been studying at the same time. 
 
Of interest here is that there was no suggestion of concern by either party that their 
role of doctoral candidate might be compromised by their simultaneously having the 
role of partner of a doctoral candidate. Indeed, it was anticipated by the interviewee 
that the two roles would be complementary. These sentiments were reflected in the 
comments of all those who studied simultaneously with their partners. 
 
In summary, based on the data provided by the participants in this study it appears 
that those candidates most likely to involve nuclear family members in more serious 
and extensive pre-enrolment discussions and seek their approval to embark on 
doctoral studies were those for whom enrolment would involve considerable financial 
disadvantage, at least in the short term, and those in symmetrical relationships. 
 
While it is evident in the discussion thus far, that only a small minority of candidates 
were able to recall specific instances where nuclear family members had been explicit 
in expressing support for the candidate embarking on doctoral studies, most 
nevertheless reported that they were confident of there being family consensus 
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regarding enrolment based on the candidates’ observations of family members’ 
behaviours, for example:  
 
He’s [always been supportive by his deeds rather than words] when I’ve said I wanted to … 
study … or whatever. He never once said, ‘No, you can’t’ or ‘Because I don’t understand it, I 
don’t think you should do it’. He has been more than supportive and brags to his mates … 
‘My wife’s done this’ or whatever. He doesn’t understand it, but it’s a badge of honour for 
him. … [H]e has never once said [anything negative]. Has never grizzled about [me spending 
time on it] - apart from in fun ... With the kids the unspoken message is - just whatever makes 
me happy – if I’m fulfilled or whatever in life – that’s the main thing, and they’re happy 
because they know I’m happy. 
 
It’s been a terrific journey ... I couldn’t have done it without the people around me ... I 
couldn’t have done it without the support of … the kids and [my partner] ... [I’m grateful to 
them] for giving me the confidence to keep going. [The kids are] not overawed by it. They see 
it as a normal thing. It was no big deal, so it’s had their tacit approval.  
 
We turned the house upside down [to accommodate me doing my PhD]. We changed the 
dining room … into an office for me … and I’m on [the computer all the time]… [I]t’s 
constantly there [because it’s an open-plan house] - the constant mess of my stuff is there. … 
It’s in his face, [but my partner] has never turned round and thrown the PhD side of things into 
my face [when he gets angry over the house being in a mess]. 
 
[My partner] doesn’t need to tell me that I have his support … [T]he fact that he has taken a 
week’s leave every conference I’ve gone to [so he can run the house and take care of the kids], 
is enough [for me to know that I have his support]. 
 
The extent of many candidates’ reliance on unspoken communications, particularly 
from their partners, was captured by two candidates when they reported: 
 
[My partner and my] relationship is such that we can spend very little time together that’s 
necessarily just sort of ‘our time’, but we sort of rock along. He’s just there, and he 
understands and he knows.  
 
[My partner] has a very demanding occupation as well, and … so the amount of time I’ve got 
to spend with her [is very limited] … We might see each other as … I’m coming and she’s 
going and vice versa. And … the children are caught somewhere in between ... I wish there 
was more [family discussion about the implications of my study on everyone and everybody’s 
attitude to it], but because we are like ‘ships in the night’ at times and discussion doesn’t occur 
that often and so [I assume I have their support]. 
 
The candidates’ positive interpretation of non-verbal signals from family members is 
in keeping with the candidates’ perception that family life for (i) themselves, (ii) their 
partners and (iii) their children, was in the main harmonious, with the candidates 
perceiving interactions among their family members to be, on the whole, affable. As 
did the candidates’ parents, children and partners (see discussions of Proposition 1, 
Chapters 5, 6 and 7, respectively) many candidates described their nuclear families as 
‘close’ in concert with them affirming that their priority in life was the well-being of 
their families (for details, see discussion of Proposition 2 below). In comments that 
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were indicative of all candidates’ perspectives on their general family life, five 
reported: 
 
We are very close within our own family … [We all talk] at the end of each day [about] what 
we’ve done … We all know what everyone else is doing … We do our sport together … We 
are always going on holidays together. We make an effort to be together. 
 
The relationships within the family are strong. We share interests that give us something to 
talk about. We do a lot of things together not just supporting a [sports team] or we all barrack 
for Richmond or something – we all do things together.  And what we do has been a big part 
of what it means to be in [our] family. 
 
We are a close and supportive family: networking, communicating, being together. Our whole 
lives, in our family are enmeshed together. 
 
Our family is a very comfortable place to be. We focus on other family being the most 
important people in your life to you. It’s our feeling of connectedness to each other that is 
most important.  My family life means everything to me. 
 
I don’t see myself as a traditional mother. … My idea of a traditional mother would be 
someone who looks after the children all the time; gives everything, does everything for them, 
… is with them all the time … I don’t see myself as being that sort of a mother ... But … 
we’re still very close and I’m still their mother. 
 
To conclude the discussion of Proposition 1, the candidates’ comments indicated that, 
without exception, they were confident that their enrolment was supported in principle 
by their universities. In addition, in response to their institutions’ promotion of the 
idea that underqualified staff increase their credentials to a doctoral level, the 
candidates were in agreement that studying for a doctorate would afford them 
valuable opportunities for intellectual development from which they would potentially 
benefit both professionally and personally. However, despite the candidates’ 
acknowledgement of prospective advantages to their gaining credentials at the 
doctoral level, they nevertheless expressed reservations about their enrolment on both 
professional and personal grounds. Further, there were strong indications that the 
candidates felt compelled to enrol and that, as career academics, in reality they had 
little choice. In consequence of these two factors, it emerged that while the candidates 
perceived consensus between themselves and their universities regarding their 
doctoral student status, it was, at best, an uneasy consensus. 
  
As to their families’ views, the candidates’ comments indicate that while some did 
seek, and were given, clear, verbal indications that family members were in agreement 
with the candidate embarking on a demanding doctoral study program, this was not 
always the case. Indeed, in many instances the candidates’ enrolment was not 
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discussed, but presented as a fait accompli. It seems the reason for this was, as noted 
above, many candidates believed that their enrolment was an institutional imperative 
and not really negotiable. Notwithstanding this lack of overt consultation by some, the 
candidates as a group consistently reported that they were confident that their 
enrolment had the support of their family. This confidence was based on (i) unspoken 
signals conveyed by partners and children, which the candidates typically interpreted 
in positive ways, and (ii) candidates’ perceptions that relationships among immediate 
family members were close, loving, caring and supportive. This was despite some 
acknowledging, in keeping with some partners’ perspectives (see discussion of 
Proposition 1, Chapter 7), that they and their partners spent little time together 
exclusively as a couple (for more details see forthcoming discussion of Proposition 2).  
 
The extent to which the candidates’ perceptions of consensus among family members, 
regarding their enrolment, concurred with or differed from other family members’ 
perceptions of consensus, and the consequence of the alignment or otherwise of all 
family members’ perceptions on the quality of family life, will be explored in Chapter 
9, which draws together the study’s main findings.  
 
As was the case when the experiences of all other categories of family members were 
considered in relation to Proposition 2, exploration of the candidates’ perceptions of 
clarity of role expectations revealed the close association between Proposition 1, with 
its focus on consensus, and Proposition 2, which states, ‘The greater the perceived 
clarity of role expectations, the less the role strain’. Comments made by the 
candidates provide insight into the extent to which they perceived role expectations to 
be vague or readily identifiable, across and within various aspects of their major life 
roles of family member, doctoral candidate and academic.  
   
Strong declarations by all of the candidates who participated in this study indicated 
that they adamantly regarded their role of family member to be their main priority 
when considered along with their other major life roles that were competing for their 
interest, attention and time. This was the case for those in both symmetrical and non-
symmetrical relationships, for example: 
 
My number one priority is my family.  
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I think being a family member is the most important of all my roles. 
 
My priority list in life would look like this. It would be family member, academic and doctoral 
[student] in that order.  
 
The family is our priority. We would say to anyone doing a PhD, ‘It can’t be … to the 
detriment of other people [in your family]. If it is, it’s not worth doing’. 
 
We didn’t see our doctoral-studentship as being all-important. The family life was the more 
important than this. If the doctoral student life got in the way of family life there was a 
problem and we had to deal with it. 
 
Often candidates’ perceptions of clarity regarding their family member role being an 
appropriate priority and candidates feeling comfortable with this stance, was linked 
inextricably to their being confident that others in their immediate family endorsed the 
notion of the candidates valuing this role above others. That the candidates’ perceived 
agreement among their family members was evident in a range of ways including (i) 
their recounting discussions with their partners and children on the matter, for 
example:   
 
At one stage [my husband] and I discussed it and I said to him, ‘I don’t want to be like some 
of my colleagues who are … subsumed or overwhelmed with doing a PhD. I don’t want it to 
be my number one priority; number one is my family ... He agreed that that’s the way it 
should be. 
 
‘Look’, I said [to the kids], ‘I’m doing this because I have to … . I wish I had done it years 
ago because you guys are where my main interest is now. You are my priority. Please don’t 
ever forget that. … I’m always available for you’. They appreciated that I said that … [and] 
said, … ‘Thanks’ … ‘Yeah, okay. Thanks for that’.    
 
and (ii) their use of compound subject constructions and plural pronouns when 
explaining their perspective. While some examples of these have already been cited 
above and some are integrated into the discussion below, there were others, for 
example: 
 
[My partner] and I were … of the opinion if … [studying for my PhD is] getting in the way [of 
family life, the study] is not important. 
 
We [i.e.,  my partner and I], think being a family member … is the most important one of all 
our roles.  
 
Our family is our main focus. We have other responsibilities, interests and activities, … but 
family is first with us.   
 
This inclination by the candidates to include partners in their rhetoric regarding the 
candidates’ views on the importance of family, it seems, indicates not only a shared 
family perspective, which reinforces clarity in relation to role expectations on the part 
of the candidates, but may also signify their awareness of the extent of their 
 297 
dependency upon their partners for ensuring their own and others’ expectations, 
associated with demanding, generic parenting responsibilities, are met. Such 
responsibilities include protecting, guiding and nurturing one’s children whilst 
preparing them for their adult years, which in the candidates’ situation must be dealt 
with simultaneously to them attempting to fulfil their other major life role 
expectations as academics and doctoral students. The significance of this is 
appreciated when one reflects on the many comments made by the candidates and 
cited throughout this Chapter that indicate the extent to which the candidates 
perceived the expectations associated with their academic and student roles to be both 
multifaceted and challenging.     
 
Of further interest here, also, is that while all of the interviewees made general 
references to ‘the family’ being their first priority, their extended and/or specific 
comments, which the candidates intended would elucidate their perspectives by 
providing insight into how the principle of family being their first priority manifested 
itself in their lives, were without exception focussed the candidates’ relationship with 
their children and neglected, or avoided, mention of their enactment of their partner 
role. For example, while only one candidate, in clarifying his use of the term ‘family’ 
made reference to both (i) his partner and (ii) his children when he noted: 
 
And by ‘family’ I mean the immediate family. That’s my partner and my children. That’s 
number one.  
 
he and others, when elaborating on their initial declarations of the family being their 
priority, invariably highlighted how they conducted themselves in their parental role 
only, for example: 
 
Because … we had … young children … we had to make sure that they were still looked after 
and loved and cared for. … [W]hen they went to bed, I did my work ... [It was important that I 
was] … not making them feel as though what I was doing was more important than them.  
 
Family life for me is what I do on a daily basis ... We said [to the children], ‘This is dinner, 
this is for talking about family things. Tell us about your day’. 
 
[As far as our study was concerned we were always prepared to be flexible]. That was 
important to us … . We may have planned something, [but] if one of the kids was sick or we 
had to go and do something with them, [we put the kids first]. [The study] just got put off a bit 
longer, that’s all. 
  
I think you should … have a sense of pride in who you are as a parent and the achievements of 
your kids. I don’t believe the achievements of your kids just happen on their own. I don’t 
think kids bring themselves up ... I have a timetable that gets written up every Monday 
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morning, and I pencil in all of the [family] things that have to be done ... and then I’ll fill in 
my timetable for my study.    
 
My children are always my number one priority … I always organise my life [so that idea is 
reinforced]. I would quit my job and quit my PhD if it meant that I would have to give priority 
to my children. … I’m absolutely loving and committed to my children. As I said, they are my 
number one priority. I would do anything for them. 
 
That the candidates readily made such comments on their perspectives and behaviours 
as parents but did not make spontaneous references to themselves in the role of a 
partner when commenting on family life being their first priority, suggests (i) that 
they were less clear in conceptualising how they should or could conduct themselves 
in their life partner role given their dependency on their partners’ support in meeting 
the many demands on them (see discussion of Proposition 4, Chapter 7 and (ii) that 
they were less confident of their having achieved an appropriate balance across the 
demands of their dual family member sub-identities of partner and parent, whilst 
enacting their roles as academic and doctoral student, the role expectations of which 
left them feeling time poor, over-committed and depleted of energy (see discussion of 
Proposition 3, 4 and 6, below). A comment by one of the candidates which was 
representative of others’ experiences and resonates with observations made by several 
of the partners (see discussion of Proposition 1, Chapter 7) supports this contention. 
She revealed:  
 
My husband and I … are completely … taken up with the worlds of our children at this point 
while I’m studying.  We are aware … that the children’s world dominates completely what we 
do.  
 
and concluded her comment with the addendum:   
 
But that’s okay, too.  
 
which suggests that she and her partner, as was reported previously by several of the 
partners to be their experience (see discussion of Proposition 1, Chapter 7), feel 
resigned to it being inevitable that there is a lack of time to be attentive to, and 
nurturing of their relationship, whilst her study is in progress. For those candidates 
and partners whose experiences are similar, such acceptance, it seems, may perpetuate 
the difficulty candidates have in forming clear ideas about appropriate role 
expectations and behaviours in relation to their most intimate relationship, that is, 
their relationship with their life partner. The possible consequences of this lack of 
clarity and lack of attention to resolving uncertainties about role responsibilities, is 
that individuals may experience strain and relationships may suffer. Indeed, 
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comments made later in the interviews, when the question of how candidates viewed 
themselves as a partner was raised by the interviewer, attest to several of the 
participants experiencing disquiet about themselves as partners in consequence of 
their doctoral studies. While these comments are reported in detail later in this 
Chapter when Propositions 9 and 10, which together facilitate the exploration of 
individuals’ perceptions of role incompatibility, role accumulation and role strain, are 
considered, it is relevant to note here that included in their responses were candidates’ 
descriptions of themselves as, at times, being ‘selfish’, ‘withdrawn’ and ‘difficult’. 
 
Whilst the interviewees readily described family life as their priority, the implications 
of such a stance for an individual’s behaviours are not necessarily straightforward. 
Indeed, tensions and challenges are likely to arise for candidates as, for example, they 
endeavour to integrate their ideal with the realities of everyday living including 
commitments to: responsible parenting, work obligations and study endeavours. That 
courses of action may be complex to negotiate is appreciated when one contemplates 
that candidates may be faced with drawing together: (i) a belief that responsible 
parenting involves their discerning between areas in which children should receive 
substantial support and those in which independence should be encouraged; (ii) a 
belief that responsible parenting involves imbuing children with a sense of others’, as 
well as their own, right to pursue interests outside of family life; (iii) a belief that 
responsible parenting involves providing for one’s family’s financial needs; and, (iv) 
a perception that doctoral study is a career imperative for themselves. Comments by 
two of the candidates, contemplated concurrently, capture the spirit of these tensions. 
One noted first:  
 
Certainly they haven’t had a completely selfless mother that … stayed home and has done 
everything and [always] been there for them ... But at the same time … I [am] … there to 
listen to them … and help them through [steps towards adulthood] ... I think the fact that I’ve 
had a life and a job has actually been beneficial to them because it’s taught them that 
everybody’s got rights and everybody’s got a life and it’s not about one person just being there 
to look after them. 
  
and then    
 
[While] I’d say my family is my ultimate priority … I think if I’m … influencing my family 
the right way then they should be able to embrace the things that I want to do, as well as, me 
being able to embrace the things that they want to [do].   
 
and the other articulated his perception of the impact on his doctoral studies of his 
devoting considerable time and effort to supporting his children’s activities, with:  
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[I think that my family responsibilities have impacted on my studies]. Absolutely. And … 
maybe some people would see that as a problem or failing in me, but I don’t because it’s all a 
matter of priorities. [My study has] to fit in with what I judge to be important in life. And … 
family and relationships with … family … to me are the most important. … [However], not 
meeting my study commitments is stressful in itself and causes strain between [my partner] 
and me because she wants it finished and out of our lives, and so do I.   
   
To conclude this discussion of Proposition 2, the focus will now shift to consider how 
notions of clarity of role expectations were experienced by the candidates in the 
context of their relationship with their aged parents and siblings. Comments made by 
two of the participants indicated that for some, life circumstances were such that their 
clear sense of commitment to family responsibilities, above those of other major life 
roles, extended to include the candidates’ aged parents and parents-in-law: 
 
 [While I describe] the immediate family … as my number one priority, there is also my 
extended family ... [U]nfortunately my mother passed away [recently] and that had an impact 
on us  … Time taken attending to Dad’s needs does tend to be taken from time I’d spend on 
my doctorate.  
 
I’d like to say, ‘I’m going to finish’ and plan to, for my supervisor’s sake, but if something 
happened and if I ended up nursing my mother-in-law – and it will be me who does that – or 
something else dramatic happens in the family, then it [my study] would go. 
 
Notwithstanding these comments, which indicate that critical events in the lives of 
their parents may distract candidates or cause their withdrawal from their studies, in 
many instances the candidates, owing to their perceiving study for a doctorate to be 
particularly time consuming and demanding, acted to modify, or reinforce, past 
behaviours related to extended family interactions to “create” space in their busy lives 
for spending time on their studies:  
 
[I had to] simply say [to Mum and Dad]… ‘Listen, there is a telephone if you really need to … 
we can talk, but [w]e can’t come [to see you] as often as we … used to.  
 
[My] focus is on [my] core [family] group rather than … the extended family. … The other 
family are peripheral, and the PhD ensures that status quo is maintained.   
 
We have made it clear to my mother-in-law … that we will always be in contact … for special 
occasions - at Christmas, for her birthday [and] Mothers’ Day … but she shouldn’t expect us 
every week … . My husband rings weekly to have a chat and make sure all is well, and she 
knows she must contact us if she needs us. We would always be available in an emergency but 
not for weekly visits or outings.       
 
These quotations are of interest to the discussion of Proposition 2 because they 
illustrate how these candidates were both (i) clear in their minds that they need to 
contain extended family interactions to facilitate their meeting their role 
responsibilities as doctoral candidates and (ii) assertive in conveying these needs 
clearly to the family members affected by their actions. Further, with regard to several 
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of the Propositions that are discussed below, they introduce the notion that individuals 
may act to reduce the pressures that they feel in consequence of their having a 
diversity of roles and range of associated prescribed activities.  
 
The discussion will now focus on Proposition 3, which is ‘The greater the 
diversification of a person’s roles, the less consensus the person will perceive in the 
expectations about those roles [and hence the greater their role strain]’. Comments 
made by several of the candidates are pertinent to this Proposition in that they indicate 
how the candidates participating in this study, in general, acted decisively to 
dispossess themselves of selected roles so as to minimise their role diversity in order 
to reduce the pressures they experienced from feeling burdened by the range of their 
commitments.  
 
During the interviews, all of the candidates indicated that they, as did their parents 
with consistency (see discussion of Proposition 3, Chapter 5) and as did their children 
as a need arose (see discussion of Proposition 3, Chapter 6), acted decisively to pare 
down the number of role settings in which they participated in an effort to minimise 
the variety of classes of role senders to which they were exposed. The majority of the 
candidates participating in this study indicated that during their enrolment their focus 
was predominately on the three major life roles of (i) family member, (ii) academic 
and (iii) doctoral student. In many instances achieving this focus was a consequence 
of their withdrawal from a variety of other roles that they had been reluctant to forego, 
for example:  
 
I’m very serious about the [musical instrument that I play] ... [It is something] that I think 
defines me … [However], I quit … last year simply because of increasing pressures coming 
from other life roles ... I just couldn’t do everything.  
 
I haven’t got that generosity of time … to go down and do meals on wheels … not at the 
minute.   
 
Running used to be my outlet and I used to enjoy a regular long run. Now there isn’t time for 
anything more than a lap of the block … A game of golf is completely out of the question.  
 
I stopped going to my [martial arts] sessions because I needed to focus more on my studies. I 
didn’t just reduce the number of sessions; I had to stop completely. 
 
[With] close friends … I’d sort of say, [if we were invited to visit], ‘Oh no, I can’t … we are 
doing our PhDs … We have not got the time’ … [W]e’d say, ‘No, the next time we are free is 
in March next year’. 
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[W]e have very little social life outside the family … I have friends that I would say I have 
neglected … [A colleague] … pointed out to me that friendships need nurturing and that I had 
cut myself off, [but] working fulltime as an academic, studying and having a young family 
there wasn’t time for anything else.  
 
We used to attend church regularly and were very involved in the local church community, but 
haven’t been for some months now because our lives have become so busy with our work and 
my study commitments and the children’s extra curricula activities. 
 
In all instances of candidates reporting their withdrawal from such role activities, it 
was clear that they lamented the need for the course of action they took. For example, 
one of the interviewees who commented on her curtailing of her social activities also 
observed, ‘There are probably some friends … that I’ve grown away from … that I 
didn’t want to lose’. That candidates, nevertheless, felt compelled to limit their focus 
to the three roles noted is understandable when further comments, which indicate how 
managing these three roles alone brought considerable pressures, are considered. 
These pressures it appears accrued owing to the candidates perceiving a lack of 
consensus in the expectations about how they should enact those roles. One 
interviewee captured a sentiment shared by others when he noted: 
 
It’s not just study; it’s work, life, study balance. It’s sort of a tripod or a triangle that places the 
pressure on us … [W]e are finding it very, very difficult to be a good parent and work and do 
study ... The difficult part is the discipline, the rigour and balance between those three things. 
 
He and three other participants expanded their comments on this matter with 
reflections on how the expectations on them as academics were particularly 
obstructive to their efforts to reconcile the demands on them across the three roles. 
Their comments reveal that they believe that institutional expectations were especially 
at odds with their role as family member. They noted:  
 
Study … was balanced quite well up until many of the changes … in our work places. The 
workloads, in both in our places of employment, [my wife is not an academic], have become 
quite enormous. Before we could manage studies … and we were able to balance work, life 
and study, but … not now. ... It’s work and the way work has been reframed that has made 
balancing everything exponentially difficult. It intrudes into our family life to an extent that I 
think is excessive.  
 
[University administrators should] respect that you’ve also got a family and … that your 
academic role is going to need to be adjusted to embrace the PhD role … . But [universities] 
… expect [that you will give] 150 per cent [to the] academic role. … I don’t think they look at 
the family side of it ... What do they want to do – run people into the ground?  
 
[O]ligations [on one as an academic and doctoral student] - being a married person with 
children - impacts upon your capacity to contribute [to family life] and I certainly have got the 
impression that the University I work for is not considerate of the family obligations. [The 
attitude is], ‘That’s your problem. You made the choice to get married and have kids, but 
don’t let it interfere with your working life, that’s what we want you here for and to make 
money, thanks’. So it’s been quite inconsiderate of [ family responsibilities].  
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If I were single, already had a PhD, … worked as an academic and had nothing else much to 
think about except my career, I still don’t know that I could realistically keep up with all the 
demands on me at work.  The load is enormous … . A study by CSHE [Centre for the Study of 
Higher Education] a few years back reported that an academic career was becoming more and 
more at odds with one having a family life - it’s so true.    
 
Hammes and Haller (1983) investigated, among other issues, strategies used by 
undergraduate students who combined part-time employment and study to ensure they 
maintained their grades. Participants in their study, as did those in this investigation, 
reported reducing their leisure activities2 and time spent socialising3
 
. In addition, 
Hammes and Haller found even at the undergraduate, course-work level and even 
when students’ time commitment to paid employment was typically approximately 
only 2.5 hours per day and involved menial tasks, providing flexibility was possible, 
students chose carefully, according to course demands, the semesters in which they 
took employment and/or modified their work hours. As noted above (see discussion of 
Proposition 1) for some of the participants in this study, their perceptions of the effect 
of the level of demands of day-to-day academic work on their family life and their 
studies were such that they chose to formally suspend or decrease their activities as 
academics in an attempt to further reduce their experience of strain arising from 
diversification. To do this, two accepted full-time scholarships and one reduced his 
work time-fraction to 0.5. One of the scholarship holders described (i) the tension 
between his two roles of academic and doctoral student and (ii) the benefit of 
decreasing his work-related activities in this way: 
I have … a University scholarship to do my PhD full-time. The scholarship runs for three 
years. The terms of the scholarship allow me to work up to eight hours a week, so … I’ve 
been able to shed [some responsibilities] and just keep something that’s core and is most 
closely related to my PhD …, so the two can work off each other in terms of informing my 
teaching and my PhD as it progresses. So that means my life style as an academic has 
changed, totally, which has been, in terms of doing my PhD [a great thing] … [T]he first year 
I was enrolled … I was doing my PhD part-time and I had all those other responsibilities, and 
after a year … I just found I’d made no progress because it was always the line of least 
resistance. Everything to do with [my academic role] was always more important and 
pressing. The client in industry doesn’t wait for you to … navel gaze for a couple of weeks 
whilst you contemplate your research question … . You are constantly responding to other 
people’s demands, so in the end … I’ve just said, ‘Well, the PhD just has to go to the side’. 
And effectively it ground down to nothing and then [I decided to apply for a scholarship] and 
it has been a great decision in terms of really being able to get into my studies ... The 
managing life with family - the balance thing? I struggled more with working full-time and the 
PhD than I did with [anything else]… . But then, I haven’t had to fight quite so hard to 
accommodate the children now that my workload has been lightened. 
                                                 
2 ‘[D]efined as time spent alone on nonacademic or non-job-related activities’ (Hammes & Haller 1983 
p. 532).  
3 ‘[D]efined as time spent with others in nonacademic or non-job pursuits’ (Hammes & Haller 1983 p. 
532) 
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The other scholarship recipient, following her experience of doing her Master’s 
degree in recent years, reported that she would not have contemplated trying to 
manage simultaneously the three roles of family member, academic and doctoral 
student. From her perspective, her enrolment as a doctoral student necessitated her 
being awarded a scholarship so that she could step out of her academic role during her 
candidature. Her main concern was that she could continue to enact her parent role 
according to her perceptions of what it means to be a responsible parent: 
 
In academia to achieve status you almost have to be able to show you’re the completely 
committed academic person that’s prepared to work for 60 hours a week ... There is no value 
placed on someone who works [a reasonable number of hours], does well within [that time], 
and is a well-balanced, community human being [with a family] as well. It’s like, ‘You’re an 
academic - we want all of you’ ...  It’s been nice not to be an academic in the sense of 
academic commitments.   
 
That these candidates would feel the need to focus on the irreducible two roles of 
family member and doctoral student for the duration of their candidature, despite the 
gross financial losses incurred, is more fully appreciated when Proposition 4, which 
focuses on the relationship between prescribed activities and role strain, and 
Propositions 9 and 10, which focus on the relationship between individuals’ 
perceptions of role incompatibility and role strain, are considered. Before proceeding 
with the discussion of Proposition 4, it is relevant to note here, in brief, that the 
discussion of Proposition 10 reveals the extent of candidates’ feelings of uncertainty 
and insecurity about their suitability for study at a doctoral level, which as suggested 
by Proposition 2, with its focus on the relationship between individuals’ perceptions 
of clarity of role expectations and role strain, can be an antecedent to role strain. 
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards   Proposition 4 highlights the 
potential for individuals’ beliefs about prescribed activity associated with various 
roles to affect role strain; it is ‘The more activity that individuals believe is prescribed 
for them, the greater their role strain and this is a curvilinear relationship’. Comments 
made by the candidates participating in this study indicate that regardless of (i) the 
university for which they worked; (ii) the discipline in which they worked; (iii) the 
ages of their children; (iv) the size of their families; (v) the discipline in which they 
were studying; and, (vi) the form of their doctoral degree, that is, a PhD or a 
professional doctorate, all perceived that the amount of activity prescribed for them in 
each of their roles as academic, family member and doctoral student to be significant.  
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The following discussion reveals that when speaking about their perceptions of 
activities prescribed for them in their discrete roles, the amount of detail provided by 
the candidates differed markedly, depending on the role category under discussion. 
When referring to their role of academic they provided comprehensive accounts. 
When referring to their role of family member, the amount of detail provided varied 
depending on the familial relationship upon which they were focussed, that is, 
parental, partner, offspring or sibling. Finally, when referring to their role of doctoral 
candidate, their accounts noticeably lacked detail. Regardless of the extent of specific 
detail provided with respect to their various roles, close scrutiny of candidates’ 
comments that are relevant to Proposition 4 reveal that they perceived the amount of 
activity prescribed within and across their three major life roles to be arduous and to 
cause them strain. 
  
When asked to describe themselves in the role of an academic, the candidates 
typically described a range of activities that they are expected to perform in ways 
which indicated that they perceive their work-related responsibilities to be diverse, 
numerous and demanding, for example:   
 
I’m responsible for co-ordinating our postgraduate programs and teaching on those programs 
… I was the manager of this Unit up until [I accepted a scholarship], and also teaching on 
undergraduate programs, TAFE programs and doing a whole stack of industry training as 
well. 
 
I lecture the usual number of hours across two campuses. I coordinate a program at one of our 
regional campuses. ...  I spend six hours on the road each week travelling from campus to 
campus. To-date there has been no allowance or adjustment to my workload because of time 
taken out to do that travel … and that’s a strain. [There are times when] I’d go back to the 
office from eight o’clock ’til mid-night and work because it’s a fairly strenuous sort of a role 
... Work-wise there is no down time ... I don’t have a nine to five job. ... I work 60 hours a 
week … spread over … seven days. 
 
I lecture [in Australia] during semester and over summer I do a lot of offshore teaching in [two 
countries] ... I co-ordinate two subjects which are taught here and [off-shore]. I write all the 
materials that all the staff on all three campuses then present ... There is an awful lot of 
pressure in my Department because [there is a lack of staff who are experienced teachers and 
because students find the subjects challenging] … My door is always open to students … and 
there is a continual line up at my door of students who I teach - and ones who I don’t.  
 
I co-ordinate a program … and that means … very little money, a great deal of work, … 
interpersonal communication issues and problems with people, untold expectations and huge 
pressures – all for very little reward ... [At the end of the year there is] grading and assessment 
… [Also the] Master’s candidates need to have their feedback so they can prepare to submit 
… [This year I have been involved in] the writing of three subjects for the new undergraduate 
degree. … When people ask me to do things I like to cooperate and collaborate and do things 
…  When I see students in difficulty I give them extra help.     
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While the specific details of prescribed, work-related activities differed amongst 
candidates, this selection of quotations captures the spirit in which all of the 
candidates participating in the study described the extent of their academic 
commitments. Indications that they find the amount of activity stressful are both 
explicit and implicit. They are made explicit through the use of phrases such as ‘I was 
… doing a whole stack of … as well’; ‘…that’s a strain …’; ‘…There is an awful lot 
of pressure in my Department…’; ‘… [There are] untold expectations and huge 
pressures – all for very little reward ...’). In addition, they can be inferred from the 
candidates’ detailed listings of strings of activities which would be typically be 
regarded as requiring higher order conceptual, organisational and interpersonal skills, 
such as: unit management; subject development and coordination; and, adaptation to 
teaching in a range of disparate settings.  
 
With respect to their role as a family member with a number of sub-identities, the 
candidates gave even more numerous and effusive descriptions of activities that they 
believed were prescribed for them in consequence of their being a parent. The 
following quotations have been selected from many that were provided by the 
candidates that attest to their feeling responsible for being proactive in both 
philosophical and practical aspects of parenting. To include all of the relevant 
quotations would be cumbersome; therefore, the selection aims to capture the range of 
concerns and activities that the candidates, as a group, presented as being prescribed 
for anyone who is committed to responsible, involved parenting. At a philosophical 
level, many described themselves as having a key part to play in preparing their 
children for participation in society and transition to adulthood; for example, three 
commented:  
 
[T]he role of a parent is to teach them something about life and all the frailties and misgivings 
and positive things about it. … [You’re] the teacher ... bringing about an awareness of things 
... what’s appropriate and what’s acceptable and manners and so forth. There are all of those 
sorts of things that [aren’t taught] … at school, but they learn if they are playing sport … with 
Dad or … Mum. … [My partner] and I … try and role model certain things that are expected 
in terms of … how people should live in life and treat people and so forth.  
 
[As a parent I try to be] a role model, … a friend, … a teacher, … a disciplinarian, … a leader. 
Young [people] need someone to observe and to follow. … This is real life on the job 
learning, and the people that they learn from are the people around them the most and that’s 
us.  … I see myself as a teacher [in my role] as a parent ... It’s getting better every day - being 
a parent. It’s demanding - and it’s great. 
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We had a more organic approach … to raising [the children], rather than rules … governing 
them …, ‘You must do this, and you must do that, and if you don’t do this, you don’t get that’ 
... . We’ve … had a more fair approach ... . I prefer to see them emerge as human beings rather 
than them emerge according to my model of a human being.  … I wanted them to emerge as 
people in their own right. 
 
The candidates’ further comments, which frequently included anecdotes from their 
daily lives, indicate that in practical terms this typically meant (i) having a presence 
and (ii) determining through conversation and observation, their children’s needs and 
interests and responding to these in ways which would assist the children to develop a 
positive self-concept and foster their talents, for example:  
 
[My children were very young when I started my PhD] … I was a ‘hands-on’ father. … It’s 
still much the same. I’m there as much as I possibly can be ... Most times, I’m there. 
 
[I am careful] when we were talking around the family dinner table, not to belittle their 
conversations about the minutia of life at school and to be interested in what they were doing 
... We included them [in our conversations too].   
 
[My children and I] shop for food together, and [one of my children] pretends to prepare it 
with me; mostly I’m given advice rather than actual help though. And we … have a tradition 
of sitting down … and eating at the table. … [T]here is a practice of eating together and if we 
want to - talking together.  
 
[W]e noticed certain things about [the children’s] personalities and characteristics … [They] 
like camping and bush walking and all those sorts of things. Hence [they have joined clubs 
that provide those activities].  
 
(Gesturing to indicate a very busy household) The family [are involved in] social activities 
and competitions associated … with [the children’s sports] ... Of course, my husband and I … 
got involved to support them in that.  
 
[My son] is interested in everything and has a go at everything, so [I] regularly turn up on 
Saturday morning to either watch him play or … take him to [a sports venue] and all the 
associated stuff that goes with that. … I enter into his world to interact with him on [the 
weekends]. 
 
It also meant (iii) providing the children with enriching experiences, (iv) respecting 
each child’s individuality, and (v) providing support and encouragement in their 
academic work, for example: 
 
We thought the [groups the children are involved in would help them] develop confidence, 
independence and more skills. …We’ve nurtured [their various interests] … [The children’s 
extra curricula activities] have been based on what we think they are interested in, what they 
would find as fun, what we thought would be good in terms of social development, meeting 
other children, confidence … growing up. We’ve just nurtured those things. 
 
I don’t care how good the school is, they will learn more by travel, [so] my kids have always 
[come with us on overseas trips] … because I consider that ... valuable [even though our 
finances are tight]. 
 
[What I do with them varies]; it’s different for [each child] … The dimensions of [what you 
do as a parent] are built in part around the interests of your respective children … [My 
children have very different interests]; they are … very different people.  
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[My daughter’s] life is changing now because she is [in her late teens] and has a boyfriend and 
has finished school, has a licence, so she’s moving away ... So, we’ve had a different one-on-
one relationship [to my relationship with my son]. 
 
[O]ur eldest son … treats the house like a hotel, but this is all part of him proving he is 
independent; whereas, the next one after him is quite different ... And I just handle both. Don’t 
insist on either. Don’t stress about it. They’re both totally different. 
 
While the comments thus far have focussed on the nature and quality of one-to-one 
interactions between the candidates and their children, some candidates saw their 
prescribed role activities in relation to their children’s sports, interest and hobbies as 
extending to formal participation at the organisational level. In comments that echoed 
the experiences of other interviewees, three, for example, noted:  
 
[My son] is in [two youth groups] and I participate [in both]. In one, I’ve become a [leader] … 
I didn’t just drop the child off and pick him up at 9 o’clock. … I want to be there. … [W]e … 
get some time together and he sees me in a different light. 
 
[W]e became involved in [the children’s sports club because we] felt that we wanted to 
influence the direction of their sporting activities and be involved … I had major roles. I was 
on the Committee and was Director of Development.  
 
I believe parents should be involved in the organisations that their children participate in … . 
[My attitude is] - … ‘Don’t let your kids get involved if you’re not going to contribute’. 
 
The sincerity of the candidates’ commitment to providing quality life experiences for 
their children inside and outside the home during the children’s developmental years 
is undisputed. Their comments relating to their prescribed activities indicate parental 
issues to be one of the candidates’ primary reoccupations. Further, they described 
parenting as a particularly fulfilling aspect of their lives (see also discussion of 
Propositions 7 and 8 below which focus on rewards associated with role accumulation 
and enactment). In addition, the candidates spoke with affection and enthusiasm about 
their children prior to, during and following the formal interview period. In instances 
where the interviewer observed the candidates and their children together, without 
exception the interactions were warm, loving and relaxed. Nevertheless, there were 
indications that the candidates experienced strain in consequence of their efforts to 
meet their own and others’ expectations associated with parenting. These indications 
were evident in three areas of unprompted comment made by the candidates. First, six 
candidates noted tensions that they experienced during recurring day-to-day activities: 
 
We went out of our way to - which is taxing at times - explain things to them … and to talk 
about things and so forth. 
 
When [one of my children] was doing year 12, I thought, ‘I’ll do the right thing here - we’ll 
set ourselves up and study together’ … so I’d be typing away and she’d be typing away and 
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every three minutes it would be, ‘How do you spell this? How do you spell that?’ and … I just 
couldn’t make any progress. I couldn’t concentrate. I couldn’t get into it. ‘How do you spell 
this? How do you spell that?’ I felt like saying, ‘Use the dictionary. Use the spell check. Don’t 
ask me!’ 
 
[All of my children have strong personalities], so there are the dynamics between the children; 
and between my husband and them; and myself and them - which I’m mindful of [and] which 
have to be managed ...  It’s not easy. I’m trying to juggle meeting all of their needs and my 
own. ... and I often feel … wrung out.   
 
[When it comes to teaching the children to drive] - I’m calm, and when the boom gate came 
down on the roof of the car, I didn’t jump and scream, … so they choose me [to teach them to 
drive] whether I want to do it or not – and quite frankly I would prefer not to, but I know 
family dynamics enough to know that they wouldn’t practise unless it’s with me, so … what 
can you do?  
 
Being a parent is the best and the worst thing that has ever happened to me. There are rewards 
… but they come at a price ... Parenting consumes an awful lot of my time and energy, 
including emotional energy … Not that I would miss a minute of it, but that’s the reality – it’s 
the best and the worst … Parenting is very demanding if you take the role seriously,  and I do. 
 
Second, some candidates who were interested in being involved at the organisational 
level, as described above, reported that they (i) did not become involved in, (ii) 
withdrew from, or (iii) enlisted under duress, in such activities, for example:  
 
I don’t have any roles on committees or anything that – no ... I don’t have the time. 
 
For me [involvement at in the children’s sports club] meant … a huge commitment … up until 
I started my PhD. When I started my PhD I pulled out … I had to. … I resigned from the role 
of the Director of Development to do the PhD because I didn’t think I could manage it.   
 
I have just accepted a role … [on the Committee of my daughter’s sports club]. They … asked 
me for two years … and I’ve just accepted a position now … My daughter … has moved into 
a really competitive side of doing stuff with the club, so I started feeling really guilty that I 
wasn’t putting in … I put it off for two years and then they said, ‘Look would you come on 
the Committee?’ and I said, ‘Yes, but [the responsibilities] will have to be modified until 
[after I submit my thesis].’ … I don’t know that they understand … [how consuming a PhD 
is]; often it’s, ‘Well, we’re all busy people’. … [Y]ou  get comments like that and you really 
[feel under pressure] and in the end that’s why I went on to the [Committee].    
 
In consequence of time pressures, it is clear that candidates faced dilemmas regarding 
expectations with this aspect of parenting. 
 
Third, regardless of whether the candidates were providing regular informal support at 
events in which their children were participating or were involved formally at the 
organisational level, when commenting on this aspect of their prescribed activities 
most candidates were keen to point out that their involvement in extra curricular 
activities emanated from their sense of parenting responsibilities rather than their 
having a personal interest in the particular sport, hobby or interest activity. Indeed, 
they typically commented, without prompting, that they would withdraw their 
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involvement without hesitation if their children ceased to be involved. For example, 
three reported: 
 
[My partner and I] … have observed the sorts of interests [our children have] and nurtured 
those interests in our children, we’ve followed.  … [And any community roles I have] … have 
grown out of [my being a parent]. 
 
The things that we are involved in [outside the home] our kids are involved in. If our kids left 
the [sports] club tomorrow so would we. If the kids left the [interest group] tomorrow, so 
would we. There isn’t space in the life of a working life to be contributing to these community 
activities simply out of the goodness of our hearts because we are community minded.   
 
We’ve supported their interests, but it’s always been, ‘If they’re happy, we will stay, and if 
they’re not, we will stop’. 
 
Such disclosures reveal that the candidates, despite their sincerity in declaring their 
commitment to their children, experience strains in consequence of their parenting 
activities. In some instances the strain described here arose from the inherent, ever-
present nature of parenting, and in others from competing demands from candidates’ 
other two major life roles, namely those of academic and doctoral student. Before 
preceding to the discussion of candidates’ perceptions of prescribed activities related 
to their also being partners, it needs to be noted that for candidates there were also 
substantive matters of concern related to the role of parent which were somewhat 
different from the irritants described above. These included candidates’ concerns over 
issues such as infant chronic illness and conflict over teenage children’s life style 
choices. These and other significant challenges faced by candidates in their role of 
parent will be explored more fully when Proposition 9, which focuses on perceptions 
of role incompatibilities, is discussed.     
 
In marked contrast to the candidates’ lengthy descriptions of prescribed activities 
associated with their family member role of parent, was the scarcity of references  
they made regarding their sub-identity as partner and their perceptions of associated 
prescribed activities. Two areas, however, emerge as worthy of comment here. The 
first is related to candidates’ remarks regarding their perceptions of how domestic 
responsibilities are managed between themselves and their partners. On this point the 
candidates’ experiences varied. One female interviewee reported explicitly that she 
carried the burden of most domestic responsibility and noted that she found this 
stressful because it consumed her time and energy and distracted her from her studies; 
she commented: 
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My husband is a typical chauvinist … . He never cooks a meal, doesn’t do any housework. My 
husband loves to shop … [but] he doesn’t unpack or whatever ... [H]e doesn’t even pay the 
bills.  … I do [the garden] ... He’s happy for me to make the parenting decisions and do most 
of the parenting activities. … [He says], ‘She’s the teacher. She’s the one in the big family ... 
She decides’. ... I try not to stress, but having to do most of it does put pressure on me ... 
because even though I think, ‘I’ll read that [journal article tonight], when you do sit down 
[after everything’s done], in front of the TV, I veg and I justify [not reading after all with], 
‘Well I’ve been working 10, 12 hours, so I’d like some time for me’.  
 
Others, regardless of gender, typically described themselves and their partners as 
sharing domestic responsibilities, for example:  
 
We have various tasks we do individually and some we do together. We do our own washing 
and ironing, for example, but will often garden together and sometimes cook. 
 
While responsibility for domestic tasks may typically have been shared, most 
candidates, however, reported that they shied way from an equal distribution of tasks 
because to carry 50 per cent of the load would still be overwhelming given their other 
role responsibilities as an academic and a doctoral student. Several reported that, in 
consequence of their student status, they had a supporting rather than primary or equal 
role regarding domestic duties. This was irrespective of other factors such as whether 
or not the candidates’ partners were in full-time paid employment and whether or not 
the candidates were combining full-time or part-time work as an academic with 
doctoral study, or had temporarily taken leave from their academic role (see 
discussion of Proposition 3 above). One candidate, for example, incorporated into his 
description of his contribution to the running of the home the statements, ‘… I help 
where I can …’ and ‘… when I’m available ...’, while others made references to their 
partners doing the majority of the household tasks with comments such as ‘… he does 
most other things …’ and ‘… my partner does most of the domestic stuff that is done 
…’. A more fulsome discussion of candidates’ propensity to delegate tasks to others 
in consequence of their enrolment is presented below when Proposition 5 is 
considered. Here, however, what is most relevant is that candidates frequently find 
expectations regarding domestic tasks to be burdensome to the extent that in many 
cases they seek to minimize their involvement.   
 
While candidates’ revelations about the unequal division of domestic tasks between 
themselves and their partners provide one indictor that candidates felt some strain in 
consequence of their perceptions of the number of domestic tasks homemakers in 
general are required to attend to, a further indicator was comments that they made 
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regarding their acceptance of a lowering of the standards that they had previously set 
for housekeeping. This was true for participants who were in non-symmetrical couple 
relationships, for example: 
 
I used to do the regular once-a-week shop … [but since starting my PhD] I loathe shopping; 
[it’s so time consuming]. So we’ve gone from once a week big shops to, ‘There’s no milk, 
again!’ ‘Who’s going to get it?’.  I know I should worry about it … I just hope they aren’t 
eating too much rubbish. 
 
I worry about the state of the house. Since beginning my PhD, it’s always a mess. I dread 
friends and family arriving without warning. Fortunately, that doesn’t happen often … 
Generally things aren’t done routinely - only when they can’t be ignored any more … Oh 
God! It’s embarrassing to talk about it. … I’ll pitch in, when I feel inclined if I want to take a 
break [from my study]. … Otherwise, I ignore the holocaust. 
 
The week I enrolled I said, ‘Okay, I’m giving up ironing’. And I haven’t ironed weekly since. 
... I guess our clothes are more creased than they used to be … I don’t care, but I do - if you 
know what I mean. 
 
who were in symmetrical relationships, for example:  
 
There were tensions … if we needed to do things in the house. … [I]f we needed to cook 
dinner or if some things needed to be cleaned … I’d say, ‘Oh, … can you do this?’ or he 
would say, ‘Can you do this …?’ and I would say, ‘Oh, look I’m too busy; I’m doing my 
PhD’, and he’d say, ‘Well, I’m too busy too. I’m doing my PhD as well!’ …[T]hat happened 
earlier on …, so we basically left everything in a mess ... We decided that it wasn’t worth the 
anxiety of having a clean house.  
 
[Over time I’ve come to accept] making the bed was not a priority for me … It doesn’t really 
matter. And doing the dishes wasn’t a priority. I’ll get them done when I get them done - when 
I need to ... They can wait for a day, or two. … I can go off and do my reading … . 
 
I don’t have visitors … It’s quite comic. I can laugh about it, but I could cry if I really thought 
about it. 
 
and who were single, for example: 
 
It’s impossible for me to keep up with everything that needs doing around the house. I don’t 
even try ... The place is a mess. I hate it, but I have to turn a blind eye. 
 
An important additional point to make here, however, is that while candidates 
frequently reported that they accepted compromise regarding standards of 
housekeeping, the strategy did not necessarily completely alleviate the stresses they 
experienced. Indeed, it is clear that many found the reality of living day-to-day with 
the consequences of a messier and less well-organised home also caused them strain. 
This is evident in declarations embedded in the quotations above such as ‘I know I 
should worry about it. I just hope …’; ‘I dread friends and family arriving without 
warning. Fortunately, that doesn’t happen often’; ‘Oh God! It’s embarrassing to talk 
about it’; ‘[It’s a] holocaust’; ‘I do [care that our clothes are not ironed]’; ‘I don’t have 
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visitors [because our house is a mess]… I could cry if I really thought about it’; and, 
‘The place is a mess. I hate it [being like that]’. Such comments echo the findings of 
Cody’s (1991) study of Access students which reported that female students often 
have difficulties resolving feelings of guilt at not performing the domestic role to the 
same standard as that achieved before they became students. In this investigation it 
was discovered that such strains can persist for even more “seasoned”/ experienced 
students studying at the doctoral level and that male students as well as female 
students can experience stress if they feel they are not fulfilling their domestic 
responsibilities.  
 
The second aspect worthy of mention regarding indicators of candidates’ perceptions 
of prescribed activities related to their family member role of partner is the scant 
attention those interviewed appear to give to how they should enact their role as 
intimate and sexual counterpart to their life partner. Only one candidate commented 
on his perceptions of (i) his general responsibilities as a participant in such a 
relationship:  
 
I’m … supposed to be a confidante to [my partner]. … We argue at times. We talk at times. 
We debate at times. We are passionate at times. All of those usual things that partners engage 
in ...  [My partner] and I are friends, as well as lovers, as well as company, as well as all of 
those things. Yeah, we’re friends. We can talk about a lot of things. 
 
and (ii) the specific support he provided to his partner as she attempted to deal with 
the many demands on her from work and home; he noted: 
 
My wife does say, ‘I can’t [take the children to their various activities] because I’ve got 
reports [to write]’, and that’s when we have to compromise. We have to balance, so for these 
two weeks [work on my PhD] is suspend … Because she’s up so late and up so early … I’m 
mother and father. 
 
The paucity of comments by candidates regarding this aspect of their role identity is 
somewhat surprising given that they devoted considerable time and attention to (i) 
reflecting on how they should enact their parent role and then (ii) engaging in a wide 
range of activities beyond the provision of life’s basics of food and shelter for their 
children. Two possible explanations for this are, first, that the candidates were reticent 
to initiate discussion of private matters between themselves and their partner with the 
interviewer, and second, the candidates were so overwhelmed by the magnitude of 
prescribed activities in general across their three major life roles that in reality they 
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spent little time thinking through what might be their responsibilities to their partners 
in sustaining and nurturing this particular relationship. 
 
There are several indicators that the second of these two proposed explanations is the 
most likely. First, throughout the interviews the demeanour of all of the candidates 
was that they believed the investigation with its focus on the interplay between family 
life and doctoral education for academics and their families was an important area for 
research and that they were keen to provide fulsome, open accounts of their 
experiences. Second, related to the first point, all were mature and familiar with the 
potential benefits to a qualitative investigation of participants providing uncensored 
information. Third, as is evident in the quotations cited throughout this Chapter, the 
candidates spoke frankly on many other sensitive issues in ways that both 
acknowledged their strengths and exposed their fragilities. In addition, given the 
candidates’ rich accounts of their perceptions of the demands on them as an academic 
(see above), as a parent (see above), as an offspring of aged parents (see below) and 
as a doctoral student (see below) it is plausible that candidates either inadvertently or 
subconsciously have given little attention to, or had ignored, the life-partner 
dimension of their identity.  
 
This may have happened inadvertently because they are preoccupied with so many 
other concerns. Alternatively, it may also have happened subconsciously, because the 
candidates were not confident that it would be possible for them to meet their 
obligations as a life partner. Under this scenario, one can envisage that if candidates 
expended time and energy identifying their partners’ physical, emotional, sexual, 
spiritual and intellectual needs, and then, in consequence of their, that is the 
candidates’, depleted time and energy levels were unable to respond to those needs, 
they may feel guilty and inadequate. By avoiding analysis of how one should enact 
the partner role, busy candidates can avoid the stress related to being unable to fulfil 
those role obligations.  
 
Irrespective of whether candidates inadvertently or subconsciously avoided 
contemplating these matters, it is clear from comments made by candidates and their 
partners that a number of them believed that the candidates’ student status was an 
impediment to their spending time together in ways that they expect a couple typically 
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would. For example, to reiterate (see Proposition 1, Chapter 7), one of the partners 
lamented, ‘I … have little time with just my husband’, and two of the candidates (see 
Proposition 1, above) noted with regret, ‘[My partner and my] relationship is such that 
we can spend very little time together’ and ‘[T]he amount of time I’ve got to spend 
with her [is very limited]. … We might see each other as I’m coming and she is going 
and vice versa’. Further to these comments which were cited previously, another 
candidate noted: 
 
We have highs and we have lows. At the moment it’s the low time because [my partner is 
working long hours and so am I – as I usually do], so I don’t see [that much of her]. 
 
As to the candidates’ perceptions of prescribed activities associated with their family 
member role of offspring or daughter/son-in-law of aged parents, again the 
candidates’ comments indicated there was a wide range of experiences amongst the 
interviewees. Owing to death, estrangement and marital breakdowns some candidates 
reported having fewer than two aged parents and two aged parents-in-law whose 
welfare they need to consider, for example:  
 
[U]nfortunately my mother passed away earlier this year ... [My partner’s] mother and father 
… deceased sometime ago. My father is still with us. 
 
[There was] a falling out between my father and I ... We haven’t spoken for 30 years which 
puts my mother in an awkward position … I love my Mum, but we don’t really see each other 
… [Really] my mother-in-law has been my mother. We get on … She treats me as if I’m the 
daughter. 
 
I see both my parents regularly. They divorced years ago. Dad’s remarried. I see Dad [but not 
much of his second family] … Sad[ly], I’m no longer a daughter-in-law ... Both [my partner’s] 
parents are dead. 
 
Regardless of the particular individual configurations of candidate/parent -
candidate/parent-in-law associations, all but one of the candidates spoke about this 
cross-generation relationship as one of significance to them and indicated that they 
feel responsible for and do provide regular support to aged parents and parents-in-law 
as their parents’4
 
 mobility, health and confidence decline. The varied nature of 
support provided is captured in the following comments: 
[My partner and I] bought a unit and moved Dad over [to be closer to us] … two years ago … 
I try and call in and go to lunch [reasonably often]. 
 
I take Mum shopping … when she asks and to various appointments … . She always wants me 
there ... My parents rely on me do deal with formal things like banking, medical things, 
                                                 
4 As with previous chapters, for brevity the generic “parents” is used to refer to parents and/or parents-
in-laws in this discussion.  
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pension entitlements … With [my partner]’s side, it’s a little bit difficult because his Mum and 
Dad live [quite a distance away], but we still make an effort to see them once every two 
months ... [O]nce a week … we’re on the ’phone, so we’re speaking to each other [regularly].    
 
My relationship with Dad has changed since Mum died. ... Sometimes it rests with me [to 
provide support, although I do have siblings]. … [There are trips] to the hospital, ... the 
expectation that visits will be more frequent - just to see how things are going … There has 
been an intensification of expectations put upon me because of Father’s frailty and Mother’s 
demise. I try to visit for a few hours every week. Sometimes there are things from those visits 
that I need to follow up on – paying bills and so on. I suspect there will be many more 
demands before too long. 
 
[Although we were very busy] we never, never said to … his family, ‘Don’t come’ - because 
we didn’t see them that often. 
 
I nursed [my partner’s] mum … I looked after her at home because I knew she wouldn’t have 
survived knowing the person that she was [had she been in a nursing home] … She wouldn’t 
have had the choices. At home she had choices. We made sure of that. 
 
Further to these examples, which indicate that candidates typically interacted with 
their parents on a regular basis to provide social contact and support in areas where 
their parents’ capacities for coping with aspects of daily living were diminished, one 
candidate mentioned that she was consciously involved in activities that went beyond 
providing support with the basics of living and attempted to enhance her mother-in-
law’s quality of life through providing her with life-enriching experiences. She 
reported for example: 
 
I actually took [my mother-in-law] overseas last year. I paid for her because I felt I owed her 
after [all that she has done for me], …and she got lots of ‘Brownie points’ at elderly citizens 
bragging about her daughter-in-law taking her [on a trip]. 
 
and another noted: 
 
If [Mum] invites friends or relatives over for afternoon tea I’ll shop and prepare some food ...  
She enjoyed entertaining when she was younger and I want to support her in maintaining that 
aspect of her identity for as long as she wants … I take her to see films reasonably regularly – 
and out for a meal; it gives her something to talk about when she’s with her friends and 
acquaintances, who are mostly care providers, or talking on the ’phone to relatives.  
 
While there was one exception, for example: 
 
I don’t see my ex-in-laws … Mum died some time ago … I don’t see my father. … He has 
little knowledge of my life and I don’t want him having knowledge of my life or commenting 
on my life. It’s been like that since I was 17. 
 
that the candidates, for the most part, (i) feel a strong emotional bond with their 
parents; (ii) feel indebted to them; and, (iii) want to be involved in their lives, was 
evident in many of their comments, including: 
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[My mother-in-law] … dotes on me. She’s been wonderful. She supported me when the kids 
were small ... I appreciate everything she does for me … I feel that I owe her something, so 
I’m happy to do whatever I need to do to help her out.  
 
I want to give Mum and Dad something back because they have supported me through so 
much [during my life] ...  I wouldn’t be where I am without my mother … I can’t express it.  
 
My relationship with my Dad didn’t really develop into a strong friendship until I was in my 
forties … [When I was young]; you weren’t allowed to show emotion or hug or all that sort of 
stuff  ... With age and study, I’ve come to appreciate how society, religion and his economic 
circumstances moulded who he was … I’m now keen to be involved in his life and be there 
for him in his final years.  
 
Despite such declarations of their commitment to active involvement in attending to 
their aged parents’ needs which attest to the candidates’ genuinely caring for their 
parents’ well-being, that candidates may feel burdened by their perceptions of 
prescribed activities concomitant with enacting their offspring role was evident in four 
ways. First, several expressed some frustration over the time involved in attending to 
their parents’ needs, for example:  
 
Mum rings and leaves messages - things she needs me to do. … [She has] her own little 
computer that … she uses [to keep in contact between visits] … She uses it as a controlling 
tool too. [She’ll ring me and say], ‘It’s not working … I can’t fix it, so you’ll have to come 
across and fix it.’ … She lives on the other side of the city [and] … it’s hard to find … a spare 
half a day. 
 
I’ll call into [Mum’s] to do a specific task which she has teed-up with me - find lost keys, 
change a light bulb, fill out some forms, write a cheque …, but once I’m there, a long list is 
trotted out. Before I’ve finished one job she’s explaining the next one to me. It can be very 
annoying because [I allocate one or two hours] and I’ll be there three or four … which … 
means I arrive home tired and … have to start thinking about dinner, so there goes my one or 
two hours of work I had hoped to do.       
 
Second, despite their involvement in their parents’ lives, several described feeling 
regret, discomfort and/or guilt owing to their perception that they were not meeting 
their own and others’ expectations regarding activities normatively prescribed for 
adult offspring of aged parents, for example:   
 
I don’t see [my mother] as much as I should and I want to …  I set out to free up some of my 
time and get more in contact with her, but it doesn’t seem to happen ... I feel bad about that.  
 
[Because we were studying], we couldn’t go to visit my husband’s parents as often, and no, 
we couldn’t go to my Mum and Dad’s … twice a week like we used to ... We didn’t want to 
hurt their feelings, but we were studying and we had to get things done. We were worried 
about hurting their feelings. 
 
A big difference having my PhD completed will make to my life is I will spend more time 
with my mother ... I know she would like more of my time and I would like to involve her in 
more activities outside the home and help her more with her garden and things like that.  
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Third, conversely but also simultaneously, some described feeling guilty over not 
spending time working on their PhD when they were attending to their parents’ needs: 
 
[After spending time with our parents], sometimes my husband and I would think, ‘Oh!’ - we 
would feel so guilty because we hadn’t done any work, and that night as soon as they had 
gone, we’d be off doing some work. 
 
I see Dad regularly and again it’s always, ‘Oh God, I haven’t done this [on my PhD] – and I 
should have’. 
 
Fourth, several candidates reported that they found their parents’ conversation and/or 
activities to be mundane and tedious whilst they struggled to deal with the pressure of 
studying for a doctorate and meeting their responsibilities as an academic. Typically 
they also reported feeling guilty when they reflected on their feelings of impatience 
over such matters, for example:  
 
If I spend too much time with Dad all the same old stories are trotted out and repeated ... and I 
think to myself, ‘Here we going again!’ … With Mum it’s all about my [siblings’] families 
and how well they’re all doing ... My parents have paid huge, got the intonation there huge, - 
capital letters, bold and underlined - huge accolades to my [siblings] when [they] married and 
[had] children and so forth and so forth - that’s wonderful, but honestly I find it gets a bit 
much. I’m not into that sort of conversation really; my head is elsewhere ... I can get quite 
edgy … and can’t wait to escape … I’ve got more important things on my mind - my work 
and my study ... Sometimes when I’m driving home though I can feel quite mean – angry and 
disappointed with myself… then I want to see them again to make up for my impatience. 
 
I loathe shopping for the family; I also loathe shopping with my mother-in-law ... She is 
unbelievably s-l-o-w … [She] keeps stopping in the middle of the [supermarket] aisle to have 
a chat … . ... [I]t drives me nuts …because I’m always pressed for time ... I’m never rude to 
her, but I am horrified at my intolerance … I don’t like being like this. I’ve always been fairly 
… easy-going and patient … One day I’ll be old myself and I’ll expect acceptance and 
tolerance from those around me – more than I am giving out myself at the moment I’m 
ashamed to say!  
 
In summary, with respect to the candidates’ perceptions of the prescribed activities 
associated with their family member role of offspring of aged parents, when all is 
considered it emerges that, in general, this was an area of considerable strain for the 
candidates. This is attributable to a complex interplay between a number of factors 
including: (i) the candidates’ strong emotional attachment to and concern for the well-
being of their parents; (ii) the candidates’ perceptions that they should be assisting 
their parents in various ways; (iii) the candidates feeling that they are not providing 
their parents with an appropriate amount of time and attention given their parents’ 
levels of physical, emotional and intellectual need; (iv) the candidates, in consequence 
of time pressures, on occasions, experiencing frustration and impatience because they 
perceive the time and effort that they expend attending to their parents’ needs 
encroaches on time and effort that could be spent on their doctoral studies; (v) the 
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candidates, in consequence of time pressures, on occasions, feeling frustration and 
impatience with their parents’ conversations and activities, which the candidates 
perceive as mundane and tedious, given the candidates’ preoccupation with challenges 
related to their doctoral studies and their academic role; and, (vi) the candidates 
feeling regret and guilt over their own lack of patience, at times, with their parents’ 
needs, conversations and behaviours as their parents’ interests narrow and they 
become less sprightly physically and mentally. 
 
In the introduction to this discussion of Proposition 4, it was noted that during the 
interviews when the candidates referred to their role of doctoral student, their 
accounts consistently lacked reference to their perceptions of related prescribed 
activities. Indeed several, as did participants in Hockey’s 1994 study involving first 
year social science PhD students, specifically referred to their bewilderment regarding 
prescribed activities associated with their doctoral student role. Those who 
participated in this study, however, revealed that uncertainties could persist regardless 
of whether they were beginning their studies, for example: 
 
I haven’t even gone to candidature yet. I’ve been stuffing around … and it’s all a bit vague … 
They finally got jack of me not being enrolled last year and said, ‘You’d better enrol or we’re 
going to … stop being nice to you’ …  I’ve been doing it, without being doing it … Up until 
now they’ve sort of let me have enough rope to hang myself, and I’m being reigned in next 
week … I’m, at the moment, just churning through the papers [referring to published research 
on related topics].  
 
In the early years of my PhD … I was trying to figure out … what I was supposed to [be] 
doing as well [as what] my topic [was] and focus on that … Sometimes you don’t get to see 
that focus until you have almost finished the PhD. You can go through the whole thing not 
really knowing what you are doing. 
 
had made reasonable progress, for example: 
 
[Even though I’m well on the way and I teach in postgraduate programs] I still live in fear of 
… the mystique that surrounds the PhD ... It’s not just about intellectual prowess. It’s about 
having the time and the opportunity [to reach understandings about what is involved] ... It’s a 
roller coaster and I’m no different to anybody else in terms of how I deal with that, or what it 
demands of me ... You don’t walk into a PhD knowing everything … It’s a hard process. 
 
We’ve  said, ‘Until we get to the end, we don’t know what it’s about really.  
  
or had recently completed their studies, for example:  
 
Now that I’ve finished, I’m amazed that I have a doctorate! … I’ve finished and I puzzle over 
what that means. I’m not sure what it means ... When I was doing it, my supervisor kept 
saying, ‘Just keep going and it will all fall into place at the end’. It did. It must have. I got 
through, but it surprises me that it did … [As for me supervising someone else] – it’s not 
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something I’m looking for … I’m not in that situation, but I’m not looking forward to it … 
I’m not actively seeking it yet.         
 
While the candidates’ tone varied when making these comments with some remarks 
seeming at first to be light hearted (for example, ‘I’ve been stuffing around’; ‘Now 
that I’ve finished, I’m amazed that I have a doctorate!’) in all instances there was a 
prevailing sobriety in the candidates’ demeanour. This, combined with their use of 
negative expressions such as: ‘They finally got jack of me … They’ve sort of let me 
have enough rope to hang myself … and I’m being reined in next week …’; ‘I was 
trying to figure out … what I was supposed to have been doing as well [as what] my 
topic [was] …’ ; ‘It’s a roller coaster … It’s a hard process.’;  I’m not looking forward 
to [being a supervisor myself.]’, attest to the candidates in general finding their 
feelings of uncertainty about prescribed activities relevant to their doctoral student 
status to be somewhat stressful. Such a response, which is in keeping with the notions 
advanced in Proposition 2 which links perceptions of a lack of clarity regarding role 
expectations with role strain, it appears was compounded because simultaneously to 
their uncertainty about, and inability to articulate the exact nature of doctoral study 
activities and their sequence, several candidates indicated that they perceived the task 
of studying for a doctorate overall to be an enormous undertaking for any individual, 
regardless of other pressures one might experience. This was reflected in comments 
such as: 
 
Before I enrolled I was intimidated by the thought of what lay before me. It was fear of the 
great unknown. That hasn’t changed ... I never feel complete confidence that I’m on top of 
things ... I feel I have done a mountain of work and I still have a mountain to do ... Is it going 
well? My first response if ever I’m asked … is, ‘How should I know?’. 
 
I have been working on my thesis for what? - five or six years. It frightens me ... What if after 
all … I’ve put myself through and what I’ve put my family through – I fail … . Each day has a 
level of anxiety that I have to learn to live with because the truth is I’m well into it and I’m 
still trying to work out what the hell I’m doing. ... I don’t know what a PhD is - not deep 
down, I don’t. 
 
That the candidates experienced considerable role strain in consequence of (i) their 
believing that they lack insight into the precise requirements regarding the processes 
and the product, which led to one being awarded a doctoral degree and (ii) their 
perception that studying for a doctorate is a daunting undertaking, is of special 
significance to this investigation. This is because the anxiety that the candidates 
experienced over these issues, according to the candidates’ accounts, affected how 
they conducted themselves not only in their doctoral student role but also in their roles 
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of academic and family member. While the ways in which and the extent to which the 
strain they experienced impacted on the candidates’ enactment of their various roles 
has been discussed in part thus far, further insight will emerge in the discussions of 
additional Propositions that follow. 
 
In the discussion of Proposition 4 it was noted that a strategy used by the candidates 
to reduce the strain they experienced in consequence of their perceptions that the 
amount of activity expected of them across their various roles was arduous, was to 
delegate greater responsibility for domestic tasks to their partners. The discussion will 
now reflect on the ways in which and the extent to which the candidates used this 
strategy of task delegation in other aspects of their lives as well. The phenomenon of 
delegation is relevant to Proposition 5, which is ‘The more individuals delegate 
prescribed activities, the fewer prescribed activities they have [and the less their role 
strain]’.  
 
Comments made by some of the candidates indicate that they deliberately use various 
approaches in an effort to minimise their personal workload as an academic; the 
consequence of this often would be that colleagues would be delegated those tasks 
instead. For example, while three of the study’s participants bemoaned having 
responsibility for coordinating subjects or programs (see discussion of Proposition 4 
above), others, when negotiating their contribution to the university with their 
workplace supervisors, were adamant that this was a career-activity that they did not 
want to undertake during their candidature. One noted:  
 
[While I’ve been studying] the academic work … hasn’t been my top priority ... [My 
workplace supervisor said], ‘You should be [subject coordinator] … [and I said], ‘No’  …  I 
like it [if someone else is co-ordinating] because I know what I’m doing  … Somebody else is 
feeding me most of the information, - [which means] I don’t have to do that amount of 
preparation work. 
 
In addition, several candidates opted to teach in off-shore programs, in preference to 
those on-shore, because of the time allowances given by their institutions for teaching 
overseas; for example, another candidate noted:  
  
One of the reasons I do a lot of off-shore teaching [is] because each [one hour] class that I take 
off shore [earns me two points, while each hour I teach in Australia earns me one point, and I 
need 12 points in total per semester] …; [T]his is how I get some free hours - less face-to-face 
during the teaching semester [which is usually picked up by someone else].  
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Three others commented more broadly: 
 
I do what I’m asked. I volunteer for nothing. I put myself forward for naught, zilch. My hand 
never, never goes up when the Head is looking for volunteers. I keep my head down and try to 
have a low profile. Others can pick up the extra projects and responsibilities. I can do without 
the distraction right now 
 
[I]n the past I feel like I’ve been  - my term [is] ‘performance punished’ ... [It’s] often 
happened where people [at work] say, ‘Can you do this?’ … [I say, ‘Yes’] and my reward is I 
get more, ‘Can you do this?’ rather than, ‘You can go on with something else [such as my 
PhD’, so] I’ve learned to say, ‘No’, which has been difficult for me.  
 
I have an advantage with [being at a regional campus several days a week] because I’m up 
there … [during] the main meeting times [for my Department] … . That really does release a 
lot of pressure … [and] that was by my design … [In the past it was different], so now I’ve 
made it so [I’m away when the meetings are on and extra tasks for this and that are being 
distributed].      
  
Hence, by resisting pressures to coordinate units of study, choosing to teach in 
programs offered overseas, and maintaining a distance from non-core activities, 
candidates attempted to mitigate some of the strains that accompany role 
responsibilities associated with their academic career. These tasks were then 
undertaken by others (‘Somebody else is feeding me most of the information, - [which 
means] I don’t have to do that amount of preparation work’; ‘[My] face-to-face 
[teaching] during the … semester [is usually picked up by someone else]’; ‘Others can 
pick up the extra projects and responsibilities.’). Such actions, however, do not 
necessarily translate easily into direct benefits for the candidates. That such schemes 
may be fraught was acknowledged by the first two candidates quoted above; the first 
of whom also noted:  
  
[I may not co-ordinate, which is good, but because I don’t] I … teach three different subjects. 
Most academics will teach one subject, or two and I teach three … across three-year levels. 
That’s still a lot of work. 
 
While the second added to her initial declaration: 
 
[I]t looks fantastic on paper. You would say, ‘Why wouldn’t you do it?’ except the … hours 
they take off me are repeat classes … and I’m still responsible for two teaching subjects … 
[I]nvariably I get the subject co-ordination, which means preparing all the materials that other 
people just front up and present. So … even though I might have the allowance that means 
less face-to-face … I still end up writing that material for everyone else. So it’s not the trade-
off that it seems. 
 
Further, Blandy (1991) alerts readers to the possibility that being proactive in 
minimising ones’ teaching hours in the ways participants described could create ill-
feeling among colleagues. He notes that research, which included the staff of six 
Australian institutions, found, ‘Those who try to maintain their research activity and 
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reduce their teaching activity were not well liked by their colleagues. There is a great 
deal of group pressure for people to meet expectations that teaching should be first 
priority’ (p. 13). It is reasonable to assume that working in an atmosphere where 
colleagues’ resentment is either known, or suspected, may well to add to the stress 
and guilt experienced by those using this strategy.  
 
To sum up, with respect to their academic role, while candidates were proactive in 
trying to ensure certain tasks such as coordination, face-to-face student contact and 
extraneous activities were delegated to others, in reality it was difficult for them to 
secure a significant reduction in overall activities using this strategy. At best it seems 
their load may have been shifted to tasks they found more rewarding or a little less 
stressful than those they sought to avoid. Of interest is that this propensity to delegate 
such tasks occurred despite the participants’ strong expressions of their experiencing 
great rewards from their teaching activities in general (see discussion of Propositions 
7 and 8). The implications of the tensions that ensue from this contradiction will be 
further explored in the discussion of Proposition 9, which focuses on perceptions of 
role incompatibilities and role strain and Chapter 10, which draws together the main 
conclusions of the study.  
 
As to their family member role activities that were not undertaken by the candidates 
or their partners (see discussion of Proposition 4), a small number of the candidates 
spoke of their indebtedness to their parents for their assistance with a range of 
domestic activities including child-care, for example:     
 
[M]y Mum is there [to assist me]. My Mum comes to me. My Mum comes to me every week. 
Mum does my ironing. Mum is there. Mum is there when I can’t take [one of the children] to 
the orthodontist. She’s there when the [older] kids have flat tyres. … [S]he’s there ... She 
always has been. I wouldn’t be where I am without my mother and … that’s been right from 
day one. [S]he’s … just there ... My Dad’s there [too]. 
 
It’s been challenging to study, … look after children, … work and do everything else that a 
mother should be doing ... I commenced studying [as a mature student doing postgraduate 
studies] when [my children were] six months old and … three and a half ... so … I would … 
ask my mother to assist ... [After I started my PhD my parents often] would drop in and the 
house was a mess … Mum would … do the dishes in five minutes and it would take me five 
days to do them, or she’d see that there were clothes thrown on the bed … and she would fold 
them … [T]hose little things actually helped. And [they’d also call in when the children were 
at school and we were at work]. Often [the children] would say, ‘Oh, Yaya and Papua, 
Grandma and Grandpa, were here today!’ because they’d see their rooms made up. ... [D]ad 
would … [weed] … and he might cut the lawn ... [Their attitude was], ‘… [W]e can do this for 
you. That’s alright; you’re studying; you’re working; you’ve got a family; we’ve got plenty of 
time to do this’ ... [I]t was exactly the same for both [sets of] parents ... [M]y Mum would ring 
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… and she’d say, ‘I’m going to the Vic market; do you want me to bring you anything?’ … 
That saved me a lot of time. 
  
 
For many though, their parents’ state of health meant that delegation of domestic tasks 
to the candidates’ aged parents was not an option. Indeed, in some cases the 
candidates’ parents were the recipients of, rather than the providers of, intra-family 
support. Three candidates described their situations thus:  
 
[When I began studying, my partner’s] mother was elderly … [and] she was not safe in some 
regards, and not capable of assisting [with the children] ... [M]y mother was very busy with 
my younger [siblings’] children …, so [my partner] and I have done it alone - with zilch 
support from anybody, all the way through.  
 
It’s sort of understood by all of us that because of Mum’s age we do things for her; she 
doesn’t do things for us. She wants us to look after her. She doesn’t want to have to look after 
us. 
 
Mum’s in a sort of ‘retirementy’, homey, ‘carey’ sort of place which is great for her. She had a 
fall about five or six years ago … and we thought we were going to lose her at that stage … to 
expect that she might assist us in some way is out of the question. She is where she is because 
she needs assistance. 
 
While a common practice in Australian culture is to delegate a small number of 
household chores to children for the purpose of assisting the children to develop a 
sense of responsibility and community, many candidates reported that there are times 
when they call on their children to assist with domestic tasks and intra-family 
interactions specifically so that they, that is the candidates, can attend to activities 
related to either their studies or their role as an academic. In some instances these are 
tasks the children performed regularly; while others, they do irregularly, for example: 
 
[My eldest] takes care of all the early morning [sport venue drop-offs], which is a God-send 
… . He’s a great support to [my youngest]. He takes her [to the sport venues and] makes sure 
she gets to school ... [H]e’ll … fetch and take, and so in terms of being [helpful], his role [is 
to] … support the [children] without a licence. ... [In other ways] the tides have turned. 
They’ve got to do their own washing now ... .   
 
[The children] took the role of looking after the cat. They did the dishes - as in empty and 
stack the dishwasher. More recently they have been involved with the [laundry] washing. … 
And they do their own rooms - not perfect, but [they do them] … [A]t first it was little things 
like putting out the rubbish.  … I stopped vacuuming five years ago [when I first started my 
PhD], so they started doing that. I don’t vacuum; they do it now.  
 
[The] kids [who are in their late teens and early 20s] now cook their own meals ... I’ve always 
encouraged the boys to [look after themselves], ‘You’re hungry? You know where the fridge 
is!’ … I encouraged independence ... They are always hungry.  … They all know where the 
fruit bowl is and as long as I see relatively reasonable things going in, I don’t stress about it. 
There are too many other things in life to worry about ... I’m trying to teach them to be 
independent and take [responsibility for preparing their own meals] ... I got the youngest to 
cook spaghetti last night … He cooked it … It tasted great.   
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While some candidates reported that their children were unfazed by the notion that 
they contribute to domestic chores, for example: 
 
I think [the children] have … understood that time was of the essence [for us in working on 
our PhDs], so they knew that we couldn’t do lots of things with them, [and that] they also had 
to help us in the house ... They understand. 
 
I haven’t forced them to cook or anything … [Two of the children] have … volunteered to 
cook various things that they like at different times. 
 
other candidates found that their children did not necessarily readily comply with 
requests for their assistance with household tasks, for example: 
 
[The children] do [chores] with a push … [T]hey are typical adolescents ... [Chores aren’t 
always done] in good grace. ... They always have to be told …, ‘Feed the dogs.  Do this. Do 
that’, and that’s my constant source of frustration ... I would love them to be able to just turn 
into these people that do it, but [that’s not the way it is].   
 
[The children have complained]. They have said, ‘Why are we doing this?’ and I have said to 
them, ‘Because everyone in the household needs to pull their weight and your Dad and I work, 
and your Dad and I are studying, … so everyone’s got to pitch in’.  
 
The youngest has been reticent [to cook for himself or the family], but last night I wanted to 
do something and I said, ‘Well, you could … cook. … [Y]ou’ve done it for KFC; you could 
do it for the family’ ...  [While] I was getting the washing off the line, he did it, but reluctantly. 
 
Overall, therefore, the indications are that while candidates do delegate some 
responsibility for domestic tasks and supervision of younger family members to their 
children in an effort to create time for themselves to study or attend to their 
responsibilities as an academic, the processes of delegation and of overseeing that 
tasks are completed can themselves be sources of strain for the candidates if they 
require negotiation and conflict resolution.  
 
Of interest is that of all those interviewed, only one candidate reported seeking paid 
help with domestic tasks: 
 
The thing was if I was going back to full-time work [and I was enrolling in a PhD at the same 
time] I was having a cleaner ... . 
 
However, an initial lack of consensus (as per Proposition 1) between herself and her 
partner meant that this course of action also created stress for this particular candidate:   
 
[It was difficult though because my husband’s attitude was] there was no way a cleaner was 
walking in his house. [It was] not the money [that worried him]. He’s one of these people - he 
doesn’t like his things being touched ... The [first] day she was coming my husband was 
threatening to call the cops because there was someone in the house. He was throwing clothes 
out in the drive. He really threw a super tantrum and I was really apologetic to her.  
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Her overall assessment of the strategy of employing a person to assist in this way, 
nevertheless, was positive; she noted:  
 
She was quite expensive then and still is ... but I could see what she does in one hour takes me 
all day Saturday. And you can see where she’s been; whereas, you can’t see where I’ve been. 
… I can’t do four hours straight like she does ... . I’m just not as organised. [S]he is worth 
[every cent]; she’s expensive, [but] I would pay her double ... [While it was difficult for 
awhile and my husband has had to adjust, it] saved the marriage. 
 
A final point of interest here is that while this candidate emphasised that neither she 
nor her partner were overly concerned about the expense involved in paying someone 
to assist in the home, implicit in comments made by other candidates and their 
partners, was that costs were prohibitive. This was because for some families (i) a 
reduction in household income coincided with the candidates’ enrolment (see 
discussions of Proposition 1 above and Proposition 3, Chapter 7) and (ii) there were 
considerable rising expenses associated with running a home in general, but 
particularly with educating and raising children, which also coincided with the 
candidates’ enrolment  (for example, ‘[M]oney … – now that’s not insignificant when 
you are raising children … We don’t have an awful lot of money … [and that] causes 
stress’; ‘Because of the children having a private school education … [our] finances 
[are] being directed in that direction … Sometimes, I’m a little bit envious [when I see 
other women who can afford luxuries in life]’; ‘I couldn’t survive on the scholarship 
money without that influencing the kids schooling … [Money is an issue for us 
because of] where the kids are school-wise and uni-wise; financially, I need to be 
making a contribution [above the income I get from my scholarship]’).  
 
When the comments reported directly above and in the relevant section of Proposition 
4 are considered in concert, it emerges that candidates’ experiences of delegating 
family member role activities to others varied considerably according to individual 
circumstances. While, as a group, candidates mentioned their aged parents, their 
children and paid employees among their delegates, it was by far the candidates’ 
partners to whom candidates delegated most activities and most often (for details see 
discussions of Proposition 4 above and Propositions 4 and 5, Chapter 7). Of relevance 
here is that candidates reported consistently that while their partners initially, 
following the candidates’ enrolment, willingly performed a greater proportion of 
domestic tasks, over time partners’ inclinations to maintain higher levels of 
contribution diminished. For example: 
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After the first few years it became clear Mr Mop’s standards were dropping.  
 
[My partner] likes things in the home to be well organised and clean … Sometimes he cracks 
it if he’s spent a day on the house and comes home and things are in a mess. This is some 
thing new. He didn’t use to carry on like he does now. 
 
After nearly five years we have resorted to frequently: eating out, grabbing takeaways and 
micro-waving supermarket-style pre-prepared meals. The novelty of being chief cook and 
bottle-washer has clearly worn off. 
 
Such comments regarding candidates’ perceptions of this waning in partners’ 
preparedness to carry the greater load of domestic responsibilities, along with other 
remarks reported in the discussions above, reveal that delegation did not typically 
provide a quick and simple solution to candidates feeling burdened by the amount 
activity they were required to undertake across their various roles. Indeed, careful 
consideration of the candidates’ comments indicates that they often faced alternative 
stress and strains in consequence of their efforts to delegate.  
 
To conclude the discussion of delegation of family member role activities, of interest 
is that candidates who were successful in delegating to others, in general, were very 
eager to convey to the interviewer their deeply-felt gratitude to those who provided 
practical assistance in the home, for example: 
 
I’m truly grateful. 
 
I feel very emotional thinking and talking about all that he has done for me, for us, for our 
family … He works so hard to make this all possible. I love him so very much. 
 
When we said for ‘better or worse’. She can’t have imagined that this was before her … She is 
a wonderful woman. I can’t imagine that I will ever be able to repay her.     
 
yet when asked, at various points in their interviews, if they ever expressed their 
appreciation to their parents, children and/or partners, while candidates reported that 
they typically did so with their parents and children they also reported that they did 
not with their partners. Two reasons emerged from the candidates’ comments for this 
being the case. First, in keeping with their tendency to assume their partners supported 
their student status (see discussion of Proposition 1, above), many candidates also 
reported that they were confident that their partners understood that the candidates 
were appreciative and for the candidates to articulate this was unnecessary:  
 
Oh, he knows I appreciate what he does. I’m not going to bow and scrape and make a fuss, but 
he knows. 
 
 328 
He knows that I couldn’t do what I do without his support and I’m grateful for what he does. I 
don’t say it, but we understand each other.  
 
I’m saving my ‘thank yous’ for the acknowledgements section … of the thesis and my speech 
[when we celebrate] ... She knows I appreciate what she does; I’m sure she does. 
 
Second, two candidates reported that they viewed their partners’ support in various 
aspects of domestic activities as simply normative family life: 
 
Look, as a couple we are meant to support each other. We are both meant be involved in the 
running of the home. They are his kids as well as mine; it’s his house and his garden too - I 
expect him to be involved. So what if he does most of it?  
 
He does a lot more than half of the domestic stuff, but I’m working really hard … My 
commitments at work are huge … and doing a thesis isn’t a breeze. It’s not like I’m on ‘Easy 
Street’ ... Who was it who said, ‘Life wasn’t meant to be easy’? …  This is life.   
 
The effect of these attitudes and behaviours on the part of the candidates on family 
life by way of their relationships with their parents, their children and their partners 
will be considered in Chapter 9 which draws together the study’s main findings.  
 
Whilst study for a doctoral degree is lauded as an independent pursuit, several of the 
candidates made comments in which they acknowledged the importance to them of 
family members sharing responsibilities for both tangible and intangible aspects of the 
production of a doctorate, including: (i) articulating ideas verbally and in writing, for 
example:  
 
Dad’s always someone I can … talk to about the study. 
 
Linguistically, I’m not as gifted as [my partner] … [so] I will say to her, ‘Look, you read this 
and tear it to bits. [Tell me], does it make sense?’ and so she’ll come back and make 
comments …  but I’m reluctant to impose upon her because she is so busy with her life as 
well.  
 
There would never be a day goes by where we wouldn’t talk to each other about what we were 
doing. Whether we listened? [I’m not sure]. …But I think just the process of actually talking 
[was beneficial] ... [V]erbalising it … helped with our own thinking.  
 
and, in particular (ii) maintaining morale, for example: 
 
[When I decided to enrol it was a] very emotional and political time. … [Because of the 
attitude of the bureaucracy ... I had to fight for what I believed was fair and my partner] 
supported me 100 per cent. He supported me in fighting for what I believed was right ... It was 
a matter of principle. He agreed with the stand I took and supported me all the way.  
 
At one point in time … I was in this tunnel and you couldn’t look back. You had to go 
forward. My family sustained me through those times, ‘Well, you can’t give up now’.  … I’ve 
had them even say to me, ‘You’re not a quitter. You’ve always taught us that you don’t quit. 
You can’t. What sort of example will you be to us if you quit this now?’ … They’d … say, 
‘You’ll hate yourself if you don’t finish it’.     
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People will ask you about your PhD and you … will start to … talk about it and then you can 
pick when you lose them. And … sometimes socially you come home and think, ‘Oh God, 
why have I done that? I’ll say to [my partner], ‘Oh God, why [did I go on for so long about 
it]? … It’s like, ‘How in the hell do you have a conversation and not take up the whole 
evening?’ … People will ask you about your PhD, but they don’t really want to hear the 
answers or the details. I need my partner’s support when that … happens.  
 
While candidates indicated their appreciation of such moral support, there were also 
indications that some could be particularly sensitive in situations where they 
perceived a lack of interest or caring on the part of others, and especially their 
partners, regarding specific events that could be described as routine, but nonetheless 
were viewed as significant by the candidates; for example, two remarked: 
 
I can come up here [for an appointment with my supervisor] and go home again and … I’ll 
have to remind him [to ask], ‘How did it go?’ … [I say, ‘A]ren’t you going to ask me [what 
the feedback was]?’. 
  
There was an incident earlier this week that caused the miniature World War III … I sat in the 
car and said, ‘Oh, there’s a conference coming up; I’ll be at Melbourne for the next three 
days’. … I was about to tell him about how important this conference was to me ... I had 
mentally set myself up to explain that all the big names were coming in, and for me it was a 
really important conference for making contacts and blah, blah, blah, and then he cut me off 
before I even finished the sentence because he had obviously tuned out. So … World War III 
[followed. I said], ‘You’re not even interested. If I try and explain [you don’t want to listen]’ 
... [Later] I said, ‘Well, I tried to tell you. You weren’t interested’. 
 
I try to discuss what I’m doing … Now, whether or not he was actually listening to what I was 
saying, or whether he just felt he provided a forum for me to discuss [it] I’m not sure. But 
when you have struggled with a set of ideas and then struggled some more with ways of 
writing about them and you work up the courage to share them with someone and that 
someone comes across as uninterested or disinterested, it’s hurtful and demoralising.   
 
Such comments suggest that if candidates’ expectations that their partners will 
initiate, or be responsive to discussions about the candidates’ studies are not met then 
candidates may feel some tension. In contrast, and perhaps against a background of 
strains on similar grounds being experienced by candidates at some time prior to their 
being interviewed for the study, some candidates were adamant that their partners’ 
involvement in providing direct support for their doctoral studies was inappropriate: 
 
He doesn’t need to … know the ins-and-outs of what I’m doing. 
 
I deliberately don’t [talk to my husband much about my PhD] … [It’s just really on] a ‘need-
to-know’ basis … [for] management of the household if I’m going to be home late. 
 
He’s actually offered to [proof-read my thesis for me when I’ve finished] … [H]e said he’d be 
happy to read my stuff in terms of editorial [comments] …, but I don’t think he’d have the 
time. It would be just too big a task ... Interesting though he’s offered … .  
 
I’ve kept my study, slash, academic, slash, working life totally separate from my family life ... 
My husband is a [tradesman]. … We don’t know anyone outside the uni who has gone as far 
as I have. I deliberately don’t talk about it at home because it would take three years to explain 
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it. It’s just simpler to have one word for it - ‘work’ … I call my PhD ‘work’ [rather] than try 
and explain what I’m doing … . It doesn’t help me to talk about it either – with him. I don’t 
need to talk.    
 
Whilst these quotations support the contention that some candidates believed it was 
not appropriate to involve their partners in detailed discussions about their doctoral 
studies, they also introduce the notion of candidates being proactive in segregating 
activities associated with their two major life roles of family member and doctoral 
student where possible. A more fulsome discussion of candidates’ propensity to do 
this is presented when Proposition 12, which focuses on the relationship between role 
strain and compartmentalisation, is discussed.  
 
Of further direct relevance to this discussion of Proposition 5, however, with regard to 
the notion that some candidates did delegate responsibility for tangible and intangible 
aspects of their studies to family members, and in particular to their partners, is that 
doing so was possibly a consequence of their having little interaction with other 
doctoral students. While some reported that they did interact with others who were 
studying in their field (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 which focus on rewards 
associated with role accumulation and enactment), several of the candidates indicated 
that they did not. Three such candidates, when asked to describe themselves as a peer 
of other doctoral students reported: 
 
I don’t have much contact with other students.  … I’m a bit of a loner I suppose I could say. 
 
Some years we would see each other at Summer School … which I can’t get to now. But it 
was a remote thing that kept some of us together. … We would meet up once a year [when we 
could get there] ... We would interact once a year and then very irregularly by email.  
 
It’s difficult as a doctoral student to engage in too many student forums and things because 
one might get distracted … and you might lose focus ... I have sort of bumped into people … 
and informally we have shared stories about progress … and what were our experiences, but 
that’s been informally, anecdotal and purely serendipitous.      
 
The consequences of this lack of interaction was that often candidates felt isolated and 
disconnected from the culture of research degree studies, for example three reported: 
 
Doing a PhD is lonely. It’s the loneliest thing you ever do, and doing it off campus is really 
lonely ... Sometimes … you are at home and you think you’re going mad in terms of, ‘Well, 
what in the hell am I doing this for anyway? It’s really just a whole lot of [hesitating], you 
know, what does it all mean?’. 
 
The PhD is a very lonely student life, and because I was not on campus [I felt particularly 
lonely. I] hardly ever … had conversations with other students ... I felt very alone … . 
 
It’s a bit like a lonely long distance runner. It’s an isolated situation ... . 
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It appears that this situation may well have created a greater dependency, on the part 
of these candidates, for interaction, based on their theses, on the candidates’ partners.  
 
In summary, with respect to Proposition 5 with its focus on how one’s role strain may 
be lessened if one is able to successfully delegate prescribed activities, it is clear that 
candidates’ attempts at strategic delegation of tasks related to their roles as an 
academic, a family member and a doctoral student did not typically result in a 
straightforward reduction in the number of prescribed activities for which they were 
responsible. Indeed, in the case of their academic role, institutional processes meant 
that while task trade-offs could be organised, candidates were still required to meet 
substantial commitments in terms of activities and time allocations. As for the 
delegation of domestic tasks to others, often: aged parents were not available to assist; 
children needed to be coerced into helping, which could be emotionally draining and 
frustrating for the candidates; and, partners were burdened by a situation where 
domestic responsibilities were not being distributed equitably. Finally, not only does 
the inherent independent and intensive nature of doctoral study mean that component 
activities cannot be easily dispersed to others, but the overall busyness of the 
candidates’ lives and their limited interactions with other doctoral candidates within 
their field of study means that they have few options for delegates in relation to this 
particular role. Efforts to enlist a partner’s involvement often created further tensions, 
rather than dissipated existing ones.  
 
Proposition 6 facilitates the exploration of the ways and the extent to which role 
accumulation affects an individual’s prescribed activities. It is ‘The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the number of prescribed activities’. Discussion of this 
Proposition will focus on determining the candidates’ perceptions of how their 
acquiring the specific role of a doctoral candidate affected them in terms of prescribed 
activities across their major life roles. 
 
Interviewees’ comments indicated that (i) they perceive the demands on them in their 
acquired role of doctoral student to be so numerous and (ii) their lives in general to be 
so busy, many felt compelled to integrate doctoral studies-related activities into their 
existing role activities. This was regardless of whether or not at the time of interview 
they were (i) engaged in activities associated with their academic role or were 
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focussed only on their doctoral student and family member roles (see discussion of 
Proposition 3, above) and (ii) whether or not they were employed by institutions that 
provided employees who were doctoral candidates with a time allowance for their 
studies (see discussion of Proposition 9, below). Implicit and explicit in their remarks 
was that candidates believe that to not develop strategies for integration of activities 
across roles would jeopardize the progress of their studies.  
 
First, among the comments made in relation to candidates integrating activities 
associated with their two roles of academic and doctoral student were the following: 
  
I’ve set my [office up so that] I’ve got all these papers to read on my desk … and  … I just 
every morning - most mornings, I still break the rules, but I’m planning to be particular about 
it. Instead of putting the PhD last, as soon as I get to work – it’s one paper a day, so at least I 
can, at the end of the week, say, ‘I’ve churned through five’. [if I] do it first ... [then] I’m 
assimilating those ideas during the day because invariably what I’m doing now, if I don’t do it 
first thing, I take it home, it sits on my desk beside my handbag and it comes back to work the 
next day. 
 
I … wouldn’t separate my academic and doctoral student roles. I reckon that [these have] to be 
together. … I do the basics of my duties as an academic in my office and spend the rest of the 
time on my studies - looking for articles - using the online catalogue; making requests for 
interlibrary loans; photocopying chapters, drafting a paragraph, putting entries into endnote - 
routine stuff. Every day I try to spend some time at work on my study. 
 
In addition, regarding their efforts to integrate activities associated with their two 
roles of family member and doctoral student, three candidates made these remarks:    
 
I can take anything, anywhere.  … I can go [on a family] holiday … and back and I can read 
Foucault twice. … [T]hey can … doss off down the beach and … I can be listening to my 
transcripts … I have not ever gone on [our family] annual holiday without taking work with 
me. 
 
[W]hile I was home studying, I’d leave my work for five minutes, go and do a load of 
washing, go and talk to the cat, do my banking. 
 
There were a couple of times where [my partner’s] Mum and Dad wanted to come … and 
stay, and I would always say, ‘Yes, yes come and stay with us.’ … , but I would take … time 
out and still be doing my studying. 
 
However, in the main candidates who would have liked to organise their activities in 
these ways found such strategies were not easy to implement. For example, with 
frustration clearly evident in their accounts, three candidates revealed the outcome for 
them when they attempted to work on their theses while on campus: 
 
Even though I try to do something on my studies each day at work … I don’t always do what I 
had planned. Things can go off the rails very easily and I’m left with the feeling, ‘There goes 
another day without any moves forward’, and it adds up ‘There goes a week!’ ‘There goes a 
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month!’ It’s stressful because I am interested in finishing it. I am interested in the topic, but 
when am I supposed to do it?    
 
I could not study at work. [I tired it, but] that’s the one thing I did not do. I could not … 
because when I was at work the phone’d ring; I’d have to speak with students coming in to see 
me. … I just couldn’t get a run on my work; whereas, other people I know were able to do 
that. [They] would say, ‘[In] this two hour block I’m only going to do [my PhD, and] ‘I’m not 
going to answer my phone.’ I couldn’t do that.  
 
When I was at work … [I did] a literature search – easy things where I can pick out articles; or 
do some printing; maybe put in some numbers, but that was it. I could not do any serious 
thinking or writing at all. 
 
Similarly, candidates reported that their attempts to integrate study activities with 
home life were often disrupted because inherent in the role of family member are 
understandings that adults in a family will fulfil certain responsibilities and will 
interact with other family members. As with foiled efforts to integrate study with 
activities associated with their role as an academic, candidates’ comments on this 
issue indicated it was also a source of some strain. Three candidates reported: 
 
[The children respect that I need time to devote to my study], but there has to be a certain level 
of forgiveness too [on my part] because if [my daughter] has … found a new dress for her doll 
and comes rushing in and says, ‘Oh look at this, look at this, look at __’, what am I going to 
say? ‘Nick off’ because I’m doing my PhD, no of course not. I could do that, but I won’t. You 
have to temper that desire with reality. They’re little people. 
 
I didn’t do any … work [on my PhD] in the house ... I knew I needed my space. I cannot work 
with noise. I cannot work with other people. I need total silence ... I cannot study with noise.  
 
I think the rest of the family would say that doing the PhD has made me an angry person. 
 
To sum up regarding Proposition 6, when considered together, these quotations attest 
to the candidates, without exception, perceiving that the acquisition of the role of 
doctoral candidate brought a considerable increase in the number of their prescribed 
activities. So overwhelmed were the participants with this situation, that many spoke 
solemnly about their efforts to integrate their study-related activities with those of 
their roles as an academic and a family member. In general, however, for a range of 
reasons candidates reported experiencing limited success with the strategy. The 
consequences of this lack of success in integrating doctoral studies activities with 
others that pre-existed their enrolment combined with their perception that integration 
of activities would enable them to make reasonable, consistent progress with their 
studies, was that candidates experienced on-going frustration and stress. These 
consequences are evident in many declarations embedded in quotations recorded 
above, but particularly in statements such as ‘[I tried …, but] … I just couldn’t get a 
run on my [study when I was on campus]’; ‘What am I going to say [to my daughter]? 
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“Nick off” because I’m doing my PhD … You have to temper that desire’; ‘I didn’t 
do my [study] … in the house ... I cannot work with noise. I cannot work with other 
people. I need total silence ... I cannot study with noise’; and ‘… the rest of the family 
would say that doing the PhD has made me an angry person’.  
 
Of interest here is that against this background of efforts to integrate activities having 
limited success, candidates in a number of instances sought to completely 
compartmentalise their study activities to the extent of withdrawing from the family 
home for extended periods of time. For a more fulsome discussion of candidates’ 
comments on this matter see Proposition 12 below. Further, also relevant here and 
discussed below (see Proposition 10) was that candidates reported feeling guilty over 
their perceptions of inadequacies on their part to achieve a balance in their allocation 
of time, effort and quality of performance across their various roles. Participants’ 
reports of concerns over their inability to balance their commitments among the 
combined roles of doctoral student, family member and career employee resonate 
with the findings of a study into education doctoral students’ experiences during their 
mid-life by Riddle (2000). She reported, ‘Half of the respondents cited balancing 
work, family and school as one of their most three pressing concerns when they 
entered their doctoral programs. For most of them this turned out to be prophetic …’ 
and concluded, ‘A “reasonable balance” eluded many of this study’s participants … .’ 
(p. 33).    
     
That role accumulation may be accompanied by rewards, which in turn, could reduce 
potential role strain are notions addressed by the allied Propositions 7 and 8, which 
are respectively, ‘The greater the role accumulation, the greater the reward one 
perceives from role enactment’ and ‘The greater the reward individuals perceive from 
their role enactments, the weaker the positive relationship between the amount of 
activity and role strain’. The discussion will now consider comments made by the 
candidates that provide insight into their perceptions of the nature and extent of the 
rewards that emerged, across their major life roles, in consequence of their acquiring 
the status of doctoral student during their mid or late-career. The discussion will focus 
first on candidates’ comments related to their roles as an academic and a doctoral 
student; then, as a family member and a doctoral student; and, finally as a doctoral 
student as a separate identity.    
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While the participants in this study, as a group, readily identified job security and 
improved professional standing within academia as potential future benefits of their 
studying for a doctorate (see discussion of Proposition 1, above), only three 
candidates made comments that indicated they believed their student status had 
positive effects for them in their enactment of day-to-day activities as an academic 
whilst their study was in progress. One candidate identified and welcomed the  
situation wherein she perceived her studies were facilitating her ability to diversify 
her professional activities. She remarked:    
 
I still consider myself a teacher and thoroughly enjoy that, but I can see over the last couple of 
years my focus is shifting towards research. Once upon a time my teaching was everything. 
Now it’s very important to me, but I would say instead of [my passion] being 80 per cent in 
teaching and in research - 20 per cent. I would say now that it’s 70/30. 
 
Another reported that he was better able to relate to and assist his postgraduate 
students meet the conceptual and affective challenges that they faced because of his 
dual status as a higher degree student and an educator of research students. He 
commented:  
 
I’m a supervisor of [Master’s] research students, and I’m also co-supervising doctoral 
students. … So … I’m able to bring … what it is like to be a doctoral student to research 
students because I’m doing it, and I understand it because I’m living it ... Research students, 
typically in the Faculty [where I work] are mature people ..., so they have lived a great deal 
and … what they need is helpful support, guidance - very specific inputs at various times … 
[T]hey need a critical friend they can trust, divulge to and know that they can go to that person 
who … can help them get all the way through ...  [Being both a student and a teacher has] 
gelled my understanding of what’s involved. It’s reinforced and brought home how difficult it 
is to be: ... working, … in a set of relationships and doing … research. … [W]hen I see 
students in difficulty, I give them extra help. My colleagues say, ‘You’re a fool for giving 
them extra help because you’re not getting any extra time for it’. Okay, so call me a fool ... .                    
 
The third celebrated that he was able to share with his students insight he gained, from 
his experiences of candidacy, into common misconceptions about what it means in 
general to aspire to, and be successful in, study at a doctoral level:  
 
I want to demystify [what it means to be a doctorate graduate for my students] and the 
mystique that perhaps goes with … the robes, … the nice little, floppy, red hats or whatever ... 
The symbols of the PhD play to that whole mystic and magic and culture of what a PhD 
means. [I want to help my students to understand that the symbols] don’t mean it’s out of 
reach [for them. I want them to understand] they are just those things [– symbols].  … [Now 
that I am a candidate], I personally see it being more accessible to a wide range of people and 
through the stories I … share with … my students who might be, down the track, 
contemplating it, [I try] normalising it a little bit more in terms of the language and the 
hardship associated with it and [explaining] it’s not just about intellectual prowess. It’s about 
actually having the time and the opportunity and it might be purely serendipitous that you get 
that opportunity ... [I try to share with my students the idea that] people have those generic 
skills that would enable them to work through the process, and it is a process and that your 
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ability to grow intellectually develops over time. You don’t walk into the PhD [because] 
you’re smarter than someone else. It’s a … process.               
 
For the majority, however, their study for a doctorate, it seems, is viewed as an 
activity that they are doing in parallel to, but is disconnected from, their preferred 
career focus, which is teaching in undergraduate programs. Of this aspect of their 
working lives, three of six who made similar comments noted with sincere 
enthusiasm:     
 
I love teaching. For me [studying for a PhD is about] … playing the game. It will not make 
any difference to my ultimate career. 
 
I get my rewards, I get my joys, I get my social fulfilling experiences … with the students … 
because I see them change; I see them make moves in their lives; I see the lights go on; I see 
milestones being broken; and, that is very satisfying  ... . That’s why I’m there. … I’m a 
people person ... I get my jollies and I get my rewards [from] working with other people.  
 
I am very conscientious about whatever I’m asked to do at work ... I take pride in my job ... I 
end up co-ordinating [undergraduate courses] … because … I can be relied on to get the job 
done ... [D]on’t tell anyone, but I’m well paid for what I do. They get their money’s worth; 
there is no doubt that I certainly pull my weight, but I do love the teaching aspect. 
 
In summary, related to the question of whether or not the candidates believed their 
enactment of their role as an academic benefited from their doctoral student status 
whilst they were enrolled, only three participants reported this to be the case. For one, 
a reward was the realisation that she had a growing interest in research. For another, a 
reward was his belief that his performance as a research educator had improved, and 
for the third, a reward was that he was able assist his students have a realistic 
understanding of what study for a doctoral qualification entails. The majority, 
however, did not report any benefit. Further, when commenting on how they viewed 
themselves as academics, they affirmed that, despite their doctoral studies, they 
maintained a passion for, commitment to, and main interest in undergraduate 
education. As a result, overall candidates’ perceptions of rewards did not mitigate the 
strains experienced and described under the aegis of other Propositions in 
consequence of their accumulating the role of doctoral candidate in the context of 
their role as an academic.  
    
As to whether or not the candidates believed that their engagement with their doctoral 
studies, whilst they were underway, benefited them in their role as a family member, 
comments made by the candidates indicated that they perceived rewards pertinent to 
their being parents, partners and the offspring of aged parents. This was irrespective 
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of the large number of comments cited above and below in this Chapter regarding 
their perceptions of the many challenges that they faced in trying to simultaneously 
fulfil the expectations on them in their family member and doctoral student roles. The 
degree and nature of reward they described, however, varied considerably across these 
three family member sub-identities.  
 
The family member sub-identity about which the candidates made the most extensive 
comments that are relevant to the notion of reward for role enactment arising from 
role accumulation was that of parent. When considered together, in particular their 
comments were relevant to their presenting themselves as parents who are (i) 
concerned about the quality of their relationship with their children; (ii) wish to 
develop in their children an appreciation of the notion that there is a link between 
effort and reward across a range of life’s endeavours; and, (iii) feel responsible for 
providing a home environment that supports their children in fulfilling their academic 
potential, currently, and in the future, through modelling and mentoring. For further 
discussion of the candidates’ accounts of themselves as parents see also Proposition 4, 
above. Each of these areas of concern and the related rewards the candidates 
perceived as emanating from their doctoral student status, will now be discussed in 
detail. 
  
First, in keeping with comments made by the candidates’ partners (cited previously in 
the discussion of Proposition 9, Chapter 7), such as, ‘… because of her reading for her 
PhD it has enabled her to understand at a deeper level some of the issues that parents 
face’; ‘[His] being a doctoral student has had some very positive influences on the 
children and their development’; and ‘If anything, he has become … better [as a 
parent] because … he understands things better’, candidates commented on how 
through their studies they had given in-depth consideration to abstract concepts 
relevant to relationships and that this in turn had influenced their parenting style in 
ways that benefited themselves and their children. For example, two candidates noted:  
 
Reading about authors’ different perspectives on ‘respect’, ‘acceptance’ and ‘influence’ for 
my thesis gave me a lot to think about as a parent … As a parent I behave differently because 
of things I’ve learnt through my reading. Seeing things differently and trying out new ways of 
dealing with things with the kids … parenting has been quite exciting – a real learning curve 
and has helped me to mature as a parent ... and I think we have all benefited. 
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My PhD work … has certainly brought me insights that I can, in a privileged way, bring to my 
family that other people may not be able to do.    
 
Second, three reported that they felt in consequence of their children observing their 
commitment and disciplined approach to their studies, the children learned valuable 
life lessons regarding effort and the attainment of major goals in general. These 
participants reported:    
 
[The children] have understood that you can achieve your goals if you pursue them, and even 
though you might pursue them slowly that you can get to a particular objective. And hopefully 
that sort of instilled in them with what they’re doing in their own study and in other areas as 
well.  
 
[The children] have witnessed me persisting with my studies despite my struggles. I think my 
determination and persistence have provided a valuable role model for all sorts of things they 
might want to achieve in life ... [They have learned] Don’t give up too easily … Expect set 
backs along the way … but keep your eye on the big picture. 
 
They pick up on [the idea], ‘Well, if you are going to do something you are going to do it 
properly’ which I suppose is a bit of a family value, a family philosophy ... If you are going to 
do it [i.e., any life endeavour], … do it properly or don’t do it ... It’s about doing your best ….   
 
Third, while one candidate expressed concern that his doctoral student status might 
have inadvertently impacted negatively on his daughter’s attitude to her studies during 
her final year at secondary college with: 
 
[My daughter has seen that] I’ve returned to study constantly as a mature age student … and 
this might have backfired on us a little bit because … [s]he actually didn’t take [her VCE year] 
as seriously as we would have liked … Instead, she’s, ‘Well, my mark was mediocre, so? I 
didn’t want to go to university anyway. … If I want to go back to university later on, I can’. 
Her attitude was really a bit too casual for our liking.   
 
By far the majority reported that they believed it had a positive impact on their 
children’s: attitudes to and interest in learning; current academic endeavours; and, 
future academic aspirations. The candidates covered a wide range of instances of 
influence related to these themes when they made comments such as:  
 
The children have excelled at school. … They’ve learned from me that doing something, like 
your studies, as best you can is important because it results in you feeling good about yourself. 
 
I can see that my son has a similar way of arguing cases to me … I know he does get 
interested in … the words I use and the way I see things, which he tries to copy.   
 
[My studies have definitely influenced my daughter’s studies]. … [S]he … had to do a ‘city 
experience’ [assignment]. … The expectation was that they would do a simple interview and 
make hand written  notes … Anyway, she did the interviews [using my micro recorder], came 
home, and she transcribed them … I was proud. … [S]he had the headphones on. She had the 
foot-pedal. She could work it. 
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[All of the children] know the campus where I’m studying well ... [One of the children] is … 
enrolled [now] … When he joined he said, ‘This is just like coming home’. He said, ‘… 
We’ve roller bladed every square inch of this place’ … [T]hey came with me in school 
holidays …  [T]hey haven’t sort of known any different. Going to uni is a natural progression. 
 
[One of my children is in his first year at uni]. He’s very much his mother’s son … He’s 
virtually following the same degree, choosing the same subjects that I chose ... He’s just 
starting his undergraduate degree, but he’s sort of seen the machinery at [the University where 
I’m enrolled] and he has said all along … [h]e wants to do honours. He could change his mind 
… but it’s good that I understand the system and … I will be able to advise him … . So I can 
see my study actually impacting … I can see him as an academic as an adult ... . 
 
A point of particular interest here is that despite the candidates’ personal struggles 
with their studies for a doctorate (see discussion of Proposition 4, above), these 
quotations attest to their nevertheless believing that they were able to use their 
experience as a doctoral student to influence their children’s attitudes to education at 
all levels in a positive way and that this outcome was important to the candidates. 
Indeed, that they were proactive in protecting their children from possible negative 
effects was evident in comments made by several of the interviewees, the spirit of 
which was captured by two, who noted: 
 
I think I had to be fairly careful, and [my partner] too, about [not being negative about my 
studies] in front of the kids … [We] had to be careful that we didn’t put them off.  
 
Fortunately, [the children] don’t get any of the bad sides of me [when I’m studying] … . They 
tend to get the [positive aspects]. They are not subject to the crap. ... I don’t really work on my 
PhD when they’re around. My PhD is around because I obviously take it home and there are 
books and papers littered around the place and stuck up on the wall, but I probably don’t go 
into ‘PhD mode’ around them. 
 
The significance of candidates perceiving that there were some rewards for them in 
their role as a parent, in consequence of their enrolling for a doctorate, is underscored 
by their and other family members’ revelations that parental issues are among the 
candidates’ primary preoccupations (see discussions of Proposition 4, above; 
Propositions 7, 8 and 9, Chapter 5; Proposition 11, Chapter 6; and, Proposition 1, 
Chapter 7) and by comments that they made regarding parenting being one of their 
most rewarding experiences, for example: 
 
It’s getting better every day – being a father. It’s so rewarding just seeing the different stages 
… as they achieve different things in life. 
 
Being a parent – wow. It’s the best thing about my life. The very best thing. I thoroughly 
enjoy being a parent. My greatest life memories are of [things that I did with my children] 
when they were young … .    
 
[From when the children were born] I really did get into fatherhood and I loved every minute 
of it, and I still do.  ... [T]he only thing that keeps me sane most of the time … is my 
interaction with my kids …  I’m really very close to all of my children, particularly [the eldest 
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two]. It’s one of the happiest aspects of my life. I’m definitely enriched from having been a 
parent. I’m happy with the way it is with [my youngest] at the moment [as well]. We’ve got a 
great relationship and I’m not sure where you’d draw the line between father and friend ... 
They give me great joy. 
 
In summary, it is evident the candidates’ perceptions that their doctoral student status 
had a positive impact on their children’s behaviours and attitudes regarding education 
did alleviate some of the overall strain that candidates experienced (see discussions of 
Propositions 4, above and Propositions 10 and 11, below) as parents in consequence 
of their accumulating the role of doctoral students during their children’s 
developmental years. 
 
As to the rewards arising from their becoming doctoral students that the candidates 
described regarding family member sub-identity of a partner, it was with respect to 
this Proposition, of all the Propositions, that the asymmetrical or symmetrical status of 
a couple’s relationship showed the most marked differences. Those candidates in 
asymmetrical relationships, when prompted, either identified no unique rewards for 
themselves in their role as a partner: 
 
In my relationship with my partner I can’t think of any benefits. 
 
There are none I can think of. … [I]t’s very tough on a relationship – on any couple- 
relationship I imagine ... We are no different. 
 
A relationship with [a partner and] a PhD is a challenge … .   
 
or made brief comments regarding their appreciation of the support for their study 
endeavours provided by their partners. These comments indicate implicitly and 
explicitly that the candidates perceive such support as evidence of their partners’ 
caring about their well-being, which the candidates find rewarding, for example: 
 
[My partner] just bends over backwards to try to find the space for me [to be able to do my 
study in a busy household with adolescent and young adult children].  
 
She knows I’m under a lot of pressure and tries not to add to that in any way. She tries to 
protect me from additional pressures from others … I appreciate that. 
 
My partner is able to offer ‘an ear’, [but she] doesn’t always understand where I’m coming 
from. But she is someone who I can share it with and I know she cares about how I’m going 
with it and about the struggles that I have. 
Only one candidate in an asymmetrical relationship, however, indicated that she felt 
her relationship with her partner was enhanced because of the effects of her studying 
on her partner’s behaviour: 
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He is patient with me not wanting to commit to social activities on week-ends - or joint 
projects around the house … because I don’t know where my head will be with my studies. 
Will I want to keep going? Will I want to take a break? I usually don’t know, but he is never 
fazed … It’s as though he’s walking one step behind me – letting me lead the way but with a 
hand on my elbow to make sure I don’t stumble … It’s an amazing feeling having someone’s 
unconditional love and support while I wrestle with it. I feel very fortunate to have such a life 
partner ... The support he gives me now has made me realise the extent of his commitment to 
our relationship and has strengthened my feelings for him ... He supports me in many ways  - 
practical ways and keeping up my spirits  … [My studies] have meant I’ve seen a side of him 
that I didn’t know was there. 
  
As a group, in contrast, candidates in symmetrical relationships indicated strongly that 
they felt that their relationship with their partners was enhanced because they shared 
the experience of study at a doctoral level. They spoke, often without prompting, at 
length about their perceptions of rewards they experienced in consequence of both 
themselves and their partners having experienced study for a doctorate either 
simultaneously or at least sometime during their relationship. Their comments 
indicate that they believed there were positive outcomes for: (i) their relationship with 
their partner in general, for example:  
 
We both listened … to each other and helped out when we could. I don’t fully understand all 
of the intricacies of her work and neither does she of mine. But I think the process was more 
important than the content in that. And that’s how we helped each other ... [W]e would talk 
about it daily … [T]hat’s really helped … our relationship because we’ve had that extra thing 
in our life that the other person could understand.  
 
Because we are both doing it, we bounce ideas off each other. And I think that’s been very 
useful for our study and our relationship ... . Because we are both studying … it is very 
enjoyable for me ... We have the support of each other.  
 
(ii) themselves in the capacity of a candidate, who benefited from the assistance 
received from a partner, for example:  
 
Because my study involves some statistics and I’m not that way inclined … he gave me a lot 
of help with that ... It was very convenient having him right here in the house to discuss 
number crunching.  If I didn’t have him right here to help, [that aspect] would have taken me 
much longer to get through. 
 
[Over the years we have studied for a number of qualifications: Teaching, Graduate Diploma, 
Bachelor’s, Master’s and PhD], ... so we’ve sort of been going parallel and I think that’s been 
helpful because he’s always understood the problems and issues that I may have had whilst 
going through that studying … We always debrief and we discuss lots of things with each 
other. I get a lot out of those discussions.  
 
and (iii) themselves as a partner, who experienced ego-gratification from being able to 
provide assistance to a partner in aspects of the partner’s studies:  
 
[At one point] there was a triangular diagram that she came up with. She couldn’t think of a 
way to represent it and I … surprised myself … because I said, ‘How about you do it like this, 
this and this?’ [She looked at it and said], ‘Oooo, that’s terrific’. She took it to one supervisor 
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[who said], ‘That’s brilliant’. Then, she took to the other supervisor who said, ‘That’s 
fantastic’. So I thought, ‘Hang on, I’ve really helped her here ... That made me feel good … .  
 
 [T]here were times when she thought, ‘I can’t do this’. … There were many times … and  I 
saw my role as being very supportive. Because I was doing a PhD I could help differently than 
someone who was just a ‘There, there dear; it’ll be right on the night’ sort. ... It had meaning. 
It wasn’t just being nice ... Because we were both studying I thought [my role there was] to 
support her …The role I enjoyed was just watching her grow, watching her get through the, ‘I 
can’t do this. I can’t do this. It’s too hard. – I’ve just done it!’ and to see how confident she is 
of herself now that she has done this – that’s been terrific.   
 
In summary, for the participants in this study, those in a symmetrical relationship 
were clearly more readily able to identify rewards for themselves as partners arising 
from their adding the role of doctoral student to their existing roles. Their comments 
indicate that as a candidate there were benefits in having a close, interested confidante 
with whom they could share details of their experiences, in the form of a partner who 
understood the rewards and tribulations of doctoral studies from personal experience. 
Their emphatic manner and language, when making the comments cited above, 
indicate that for symmetrical couples the rewards they perceived did, to some degree, 
lessen the stresses they also described and that are reported elsewhere in this Chapter. 
In general, this was not the case for those candidates in asymmetrical relationships. 
 
While the discussions immediately above focus on candidates’ perceptions of rewards 
that are unique to their being (i) both a candidate and a parent and (ii) both a candidate 
and a partner, there was one area of reward that was mentioned by candidates that is 
of interest because of its potential for simultaneous application to their three family 
member sub-identities of: a parent, a partner and an offspring of aged parents. This 
was the reward experienced from observing that others felt proud of the candidates’ 
efforts in working towards a doctoral qualification and the accompanying title. When 
considered together, candidates’ comments on this point, however, reveal that they 
felt this reward most in relation to their identity as an offspring of aged parents. For 
example, three candidates reported: 
 
I think that [me studying for a doctorate] has had an impact on [my mother]. She was very 
proud to receive [a copy of] my PhD. She keeps it on a shelf in the dining room and shows it 
to everyone who comes to visit ... [My parents-in-law too] said, ‘We’re very proud of you.’ 
[Me studying for a doctorate] is a form of [educational achievement] for [my parents]. It’s 
meant someone in the family’s got to this level, and they’re very proud ... [M]y mother and 
father and [my partner’s] mother and father have been extremely proud of what we have done. 
  
None of [my parents] friends’ kids have got a PhD, so I was the first kid on the block for my 
parents to brag about or talk about the fact that I was studying at this level and that I would be 
called ‘doctor’ ... They’re very proud.   
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In contrast, candidates were somewhat tentative when reporting their perceptions of 
their children’s emotional responses. For example, two noted: 
 
I think they are happy. I think they are proud, but I don’t know. They’ve just grown up with us 
doing this, so I’m not sure what their exact feelings are. 
 
I know my son in particular is quite taken by the fact that I will be a ‘doctor’ one day and 
possibly sees that as a positive. 
 
Further, unlike the undergraduate, mature, women, students who participated in 
Spreadbury’s (1983) investigation who believed that their partners were proud of their 
study endeavours, none of the candidates reported explicitly that they perceived their 
partners to be particularly proud of their student status, progress or impending 
graduation, and only one candidate implied that she had observed that her partner was 
proud when she made the previously cited comment, ‘He … brags to his mates … 
“My wife’s done this” or whatever ... [I]t’s a badge of honour for him.’.  
 
Two points of interest arise here. First is the marked contrast between what appears to 
be the candidates’ impressions of their partners’ response to the candidates’ doctoral 
student status and what the partners reported were their feelings. To explain, while the 
candidates’ lack of comment regarding their partners responding positively to the 
candidates’ study endeavours indicates that they did not, in general, believe that their 
partners were particularly proud of their study efforts, the partners reported that they 
did admire the candidates’ efforts and achievements in the role of doctoral student and 
themselves experienced reward from feeling proud of the candidates in the student 
role (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapter 7). This aspect of the findings 
will be pursued further in Chapter 9, which will present an overview of the 
investigation’s main findings. The second point of interest here is that the candidate 
quoted immediately above interpolated into her remarks the qualification: 
 
… he doesn’t understand it, but … 
 
and added  
[F]or someone who has no comprehension of – you know – as a tradesman who has no 
understanding of life or whatever, he’s been very supportive in his own way. 
 
Such sentiments were echoed when several of the candidates made similar 
observations regarding there being incongruence between their parents’ 
understandings of what it means to study for a doctorate and the positive feelings it 
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generated for their parents. This aspect of the candidates’ experiences will be 
discussed more fully when Proposition 11, which focuses on rewards, role 
incompatibility and role strain, is considered. Of interest to this discussion, however, 
is that the candidates’ perceptions of this incongruence did seem to have the effect of 
accentuating the reward that this candidate experienced from her partner’s, and the 
candidates in general experienced from their parents’, positive response to the 
candidates’ student status. Comments by the candidates on this matter in relation to 
their parents, and their manner when speaking, indicate that knowledge that their 
parents experienced vicarious rewards, in consequence of the candidates’ studies, was 
a factor in alleviating some of the strain (see discussions of Propositions 9 and 10, 
below) that candidates experienced in relation to their accumulating the role of 
doctoral student at a time in their parents’ lives when they were becoming more needy 
of the candidates’ time and attention (see discussion of Proposition 4, above). 
 
To conclude this discussion of the personal rewards that candidates reported had 
accompanied their acquisition of the role of doctoral candidate, consideration will 
now be given to comments they made that are relevant to their enacting the role of a 
doctoral student as a stand-alone identity during the time of their candidacy. Whilst 
this was not an area that the candidates overall made extensive comments about, as a 
group they did identify four areas of reward that they enjoyed in consequence of their 
enrolment. 
 
One of these was the reward they experienced from feelings of personal growth and 
development associated with the demands required for study at a doctoral level. This 
was reflected in comments by four candidates in which two, interestingly, 
downplayed the significance of the completion of their study to their sense of personal 
achievement: 
 
[I find it difficult to explain how I have benefited from my enrolment so far], but it must have 
given me some skills, insight, tools to look at the world differently and to bring different 
insights about life and living in general [to a range of situations].  
 
It takes perseverance. You’ve got to know yourself pretty well … You’ve got to be able to 
step outside of yourself and reflect on your strengths and weaknesses … . You’ve got to have 
the capacity … to ride out the rougher parts of it, knowing it will be transient … because there 
are also moments of great joy and insight … . You’ve got to learn … about your own ability to 
survive the ups and downs of it. It teaches you more about yourself … .   
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I suppose what I realise now is it’s been a life changing experience and it’s like, even if you 
didn’t finish … it and didn’t get the actual degree at the end, it’s been a life changing 
experience and there is no turning back because you can’t undo what you’ve learnt from doing 
it ... [Doing it has] turned my world … upside down in terms of a way of thinking – but for the 
better. And I think I’ll be a better person at the end of it ... .  
 
[I]t … doesn’t matter … if I don’t finish it, ... I find being a doctoral student at the moment a 
fantastic opportunity … [A]t 48, … to have time to think and to be paid for it, heavens! I feel 
quite privileged and … hope to repay the University and society as a consequence ... [I]t’s a 
great opportunity and my life has changed significantly over the last 12 months as a 
consequence of being a doctoral student – in a positive way ... . I believe … irrespective of 
where it goes from here … it’s been an enriching, learning and growing experience for me. 
 
It is of interest to note here that a previous study of doctoral attrition (Golde 1998) 
found that many student participants reported that they did not regret having started 
and then leaving graduate school because they too felt they had benefitted from 
learning how to think analytically and appreciated that this was a generalisable skill.  
 
Another reward was that they experienced the feeling of intellectual engagement and 
growth associated with their studies. This was reflected in comments such as:  
 
I’m enjoying my research. It’s a great opportunity to study something in-depth.  … I’m 
learning so much; it very gratifying. I’m learning about so many things: the wider context and 
historical background to my work, what other research has been done in the area and what my 
own findings are revealing. And, of course, I’m learning about the research traditions in my 
discipline. … [T]hose aspects of it are good.   
 
[A significant event in my life] was probably the catalyst for my topic. [My PhD] project … 
[is on a topic that I am deeply committed to] … I have my deep beliefs [about it]. This drives 
it ... I have been allowed to go into the real creative and depth side of doing a PhD as in terms 
of learning as a journey rather than producing some text that then becomes a ticket to [being 
seen as] … legitimate in the university system [or to] … stay on. It’s about [a] far more 
meaningful [experience] ... You’ve got to find that space to do a philosophical degree. 
 
 [You need to reflect on] whether you’re going in the right direction. [You have to have an] 
ability to grasp different bodies of knowledge that you have got to research and synthesise. 
The thinking required is challenging - and gratifying once you push through the barriers. 
 
The third area of reward identified by the candidates, notwithstanding observations 
made by a small number of partners (see discussions above and of Proposition 6, 
Chapter 7) and admissions by the candidates’ themselves (see discussion below 
regarding interactions with fellow students) of there being instances of minor 
tensions, was that they enjoyed a good relationship with their supervisors.  On this 
matter, two commented: 
 
I’ve been most fortunate in having people at this university [to supervise my studies who are] 
mature, empathetic supportive, helpful, insightful … and very personable … . [They are] not 
just academically out there; … [they support me] by effective listening; by taking account of 
my stories; by being considerate in terms of arranging times to meet; by being supportive 
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when I haven’t met a particular deadline ...  They’ve gone the extra … mile. … [T]hey have 
genuinely, not just rhetoric, not just tokenistic, but genuinely displayed understanding. 
 
I have a great relationship [with my supervisor. [We] … have a really equal relationship ... 
Yes, I’m the student, but there’s certainly an equality there. ... [I]t’s probably the person that 
she is. …  I come home a better person after my sessions [with her]. I come home more 
confident [and less irritable] … [I might have to do substantial rewrites] …, but I haven’t 
come away feeling degraded and torn apart. … I don’t ever have to pick myself up after being 
totally destroyed [after a discussion with her].  … I haven’t been able to talk to anybody else 
like I’ve talked to her.  
 
Of interest to this discussion, which focuses on the general idea that candidates 
described their relationship with their supervisors as rewarding, is that further analysis 
of the comments quoted above, and others that express similar sentiments but have 
not been included in the text, reveals that while the candidates acknowledged that they 
benefited from their supervisors’ intellectual guidance, it was also their supervisors’ 
personal qualities, and in particular their ability to empathise with the candidates as 
they grappled with a wide range of issues, which the candidates valued in the 
relationship.  
 
Of specific relevance to the research question is that in several instances candidates 
embedded into their accounts of their experience of supervision direct reference to 
their appreciation of their supervisors’ understanding of how family commitments at 
times impinged on their abilities to engage with their studies (for example, ‘I have 
found them to be understanding of the demands that are on me … family-wise’; ‘They 
were understanding when [I wanted] sometimes to spend time with my family – 
school holidays’; ‘[My supervisor and I] switch into grumbling about our respective 
husbands and [discussing the difficulties of] juggling life in that aspect’; ‘I come 
home a better person after my sessions with [my supervisor]. I come home more 
confident [and less irritable]’). 
 
The final area of reward that emerged in the candidates’ comments regarding their 
status as a doctoral candidate was in their interactions with other doctoral students. 
While the discussion of Proposition 5 above highlighted the situation that, for the 
most part, candidates who participated in this study did not interact regularly with 
other students, a small number indicated that when they did, they enjoyed doing so. 
Two of the four who commented on this aspect noted: 
 
When I’ve come across other students, there has been a bit of caring, a bit of sharing, a bit of 
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metaphorical crying - all that sort of thing … It’s helpful to share experiences with other 
students [because] they understand ... We’ve sort of shared stories. It hasn’t been often, but it 
has been useful - reassuring.  
 
There is one other student who I sometimes talk to about our studies …We email each other 
papers because we are doing our research in related areas … [W]e have … had lunch together, 
[and], we have had coffee where [she] has brought her work to show me to get my view on it, 
or equally, I’ve given her things I’ve written … to critique and comment on. She is really the 
only person who I do talk to  … I would talk to her about everything from the supervisory 
process through to content, through to whatever frustrations generally we are feeling ... I think 
having interactions with other students is a good idea, and I should force myself to interact 
more because sharing with others – when I have made the time – has been good. I think there 
are benefits to having interaction.     
 
In summary, comments by the candidates revealed that, despite their many misgivings 
about their student status, there were indeed significant aspects of the doctoral 
experience as a stand-alone endeavour that they found personally rewarding whilst 
their studies were in progress. However, comments reported under the aegis of other 
Propositions in this Chapter indicate that the rewards that they were able to identify 
did little to diminish the strains that came with their adding the doctoral student role to 
their role set at a time in their lives when they were already heavily committed to 
career and family responsibilities. By way of illustration, a few instances of the many 
possibilities presented in the texts above and below will now be presented.  
 
First, whilst the candidates did, at times, enjoy engagement with their studies owing to 
the opportunities it afforded them for intellectual exploration of new ideas, that this 
required them to withdraw from their other major life responsibilities and activities 
meant several interviewees simultaneously, implicitly and explicitly, reported feeling 
‘guilty’ about time invested in their studies. For example, one candidate reported, ‘It’s 
not natural for me to be selfish. It’s difficult for me to say, ‘No, I need some time to 
do my study’. Feelings of guilt over this, among other matters, were a source of 
considerable and ongoing strain for the interviewees (for detailed discussion, see 
Proposition 10, below). Further, candidates’ anxiety over precisely what was expected 
of them in their role of doctoral student (see discussion of Proposition 4, above) and 
general lack of confidence in the role (for example, ‘I, like many new PhD students, 
feel like I’m a fraud’. For detailed discussion see Propositions 10, below) persisted 
despite candidates reporting that they valued that their enrolment had provided them 
with opportunities to converse with their supervisors and fellow students about 
aspects of research. When the candidates’ comments regarding the personal rewards 
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they experienced are considered in concert with those in which they describe their 
experiences of stress and strain, it becomes clear that overall, the rewards candidates 
experienced in these ways were not of sufficient magnitude to counteract strains that 
arose in consequence of their study activities, and that other factors tended to prevail 
and overshadow any benefits derived at a personal level from their student status.  
 
While consideration of Propositions 7 and 8 has focussed on identifying the rewards 
that candidates perceived accompanied their acquisition of the role of doctoral 
candidate, within and across their various major life roles, during their candidature, 
the discussion will now give detailed attention to candidates’ perceptions of 
incompatibilities arising from their enactment of activities associated with their roles 
as an academic, doctoral student and family member. 
 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility   Although some examples of 
candidates’ perceptions of role incompatibilities have emerged during preceding 
discussions, consideration of the final four Propositions facilitates a more detailed 
examination of the candidates’ experiences regarding role incompatibilities and 
associated strain. Several issues emerged from the interviews with the candidates as 
being directly relevant to Proposition 9 which is ‘The more individuals think their 
roles are incompatible, the greater the role strain’.  The discussion of this Proposition 
will focus first on candidates’ comments related to their perceptions of 
incompatibilities between and among their major life roles arising from their role as 
an academic; then, as a doctoral student; and, finally as a family member.  
 
Regarding role incompatibilities arising from their being academics, candidates 
reported that they believed their enactment of their academic role impacted negatively 
on their other two major life roles in some important and persistent ways. As to the 
impact on their doctoral student role, comments made by the majority of the 
candidates interviewed attest to their feeling that the rhetoric of their institutions that 
existing staff should acquire a doctorate (see discussion of Proposition 1, above) was 
not matched in practical terms, for example, through the provision of (i) reasonable 
time release from academic duties or (ii) formalised opportunities to study 
uninterrupted off-campus. Those who felt disaffected in these ways described 
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instances of allowances being inadequate and of no allowances being made at all. 
Three of those who felt provisions were inadequate commented: 
 
There is not a lot of support given by [the University I work for] to staff who are enrolled in a 
doctorate … . I just have … an allowance of two hours a week ... that I don’t have a class face-
to-face.  
 
[T]he timetable is [supposed to be] set up so that we have a full day with no classes and we 
can work off-campus on our PhD.  We still have to teach the same number of hours as those 
who aren’t studying, so there isn’t “time release” as such. … [F]or some semesters [having a 
day without teaching commitments] is not possible though, so it works out to be two, half 
days.  Personally, I find both are too fragmenting. It’s hard for me to let go of thoughts to do 
with my teaching when I have a class the next day or in the afternoon.  
 
We can apply for six months … study leave on full pay. You have to have made significant 
progress to be eligible to apply. It sounds like a lot – six months, but apparently no-one ever 
completes it while on leave. I guess there are a number of reasons why that’s the case, but the 
way I see it is what it boils down to is that it’s not enough time. I’d be very surprised if people 
are just goofing-off. Everyone I know is desperate to finish. 
 
while four reported that their institutions made no allowances at all for their staff to 
pursue their studies. Those who reported that this was the case at their institutions 
were clearly upset that they were expected to integrate demanding doctoral study 
activities into their already busy schedules and by the apparent lack of understanding, 
at the personal, departmental and institutional level, of their feeling overwhelmed and 
burdened by the demands on them across their three major life roles: 
 
At my performance appraisal interview I said, ‘No way would I try and do both [i.e., work 
full-time as an academic and study for a PhD]’. [But] there was still push from the Head of 
School that I should. I got told, ‘Well, people do do a PhD and work full-time’ and I said, ‘But 
that’s not me, and I’m not … going down that path’ ... [I was told I was] expected to do a 
PhD. [I said I was reluctant because of my concern over the effect it would have on the 
family] and this is what I was told, ‘People do both’. Well, I don’t believe that people in any 
position of authority should turn around and say to somebody that the expectation is that you 
should be able to do both an academic role and study for a PhD and have a family ... To be 
told, ‘Well, people do it’ [infuriated me].  
 
There was some consideration formerly at the University for people doing doctoral level 
studies … Now it’s just a matter of, ‘Well don’t tell me, just do it. Just keep going with your 
work, but just do [a doctorate]’. … As far as I know, what used to be known as sabbatical 
leave has disappeared ... The expectation [is], ‘Well, just do it’.  
 
There is the expectation that you will do all of this [work as an academic], and then when you 
do all of that, well you go off and do your PhD on your own. Like, that’s amazing. It’s fairly 
devastating. It’s shattering without a doubt ... It’s really quite disillusioning. 
 
Because my workload is so demanding at the University, one [of my doctoral supervisors] was 
supportive by … actually approaching, in a formal way, my organisational supervisor, asking 
for some understanding – but to no avail. My organisation didn’t even have the courtesy to 
respond, which is a bit disappointing, also rude.  
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As indicated in the discussion of Propositions 1 and 3, above, several of the study’s 
participants elected to formally suspend or decrease their activities as academics 
during their candidature. That the decision to take this course of action, which entails 
considerable financial loss in terms of wages forfeited and superannuation 
contributions deferred, may be a direct consequence of candidates’ perceptions of 
significant incompatibilities arising from excessive workplace demands on academics 
and lack of institutional practical support to those enrolled in doctoral studies and an 
associated high level of perceived role strain is demonstrated by one interviewee’s 
emotional account of her experience:  
 
My academic workload was just huge and there was just no way that I was going fit in study 
and work full-time. And it seemed that every time … you’d go to your PPR … you’d be 
expected to do more. So you’re bringing in grants, you’re writing papers, you’re going to 
conferences and then the next year it would be more. … [I was told], ‘Okay, well that was … 
alright, but what can you do this year?’… . And there was no way known that I could fit in 
[doing a PhD on top of all that]. I was already at times working a 60-hour week. [Because of 
the huge academic workload, I feel that I was, in a way, forced to take leave to be able to 
study for a PhD].    
 
This participant’s comments regarding excessive, incessant workplace demands and 
their potential negative impact on staff contemplating doctoral studies were echoed by 
another interviewee who also was employed by an institution which provided no 
practical support for those enrolled in a doctorate. He linked his comment to concerns 
about his ability to complete his studies, even after many years of enrolment:  
 
My concern is also that … the work place intervenes again and again [to make me doubt if I 
will be ever complete my doctorate which I began about a decade ago]. In human resource 
management terms it’s known as performance punishment. The more you do - … the more 
we’ll give you. So, ‘Well done … Now, here’s some more work’.           
 
The notion of ‘performance punishment’ creating incompatibilities for academics 
wishing to pursue a doctorate was also alluded to by a third interviewee, who made 
this remark: 
 
I end up co-ordinating [other staff ] because at least I can be relied on to get the job done and 
to handle all [of the issues that arise] … [When others in my Department] have been made to 
do it, they deliberately don’t do it [well], and the whole thing falls in a heap then the Head of 
School goes, ‘Well, that can’t happen again’ and gives me the job. And then [my colleagues] 
go back to their studies; they’re left [alone] and I struggle trying to find time to make progress 
[on my doctorate] and do a good job as coordinator. 
 
As to the negative effects of enactment of the academic role on a candidate’s family 
member role, in addition to comments highlighted in the discussion of Proposition 3, 
above, which revealed candidates believe that institutional expectations on them in 
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their academic role in general were at odds with their role as a family member (for 
example, ‘Universities] expect [that you will give] 150 per cent [to the] academic role 
… I don’t think they look at the family side of it’; ‘I certainly have got the impression 
that the University I work for is not considerate of the family obligations’), 
interviewees also made the following comments that highlight some of the specific 
ways in which their involvement in academic activities were incompatible with their 
desire to spend regular time interacting with their families without alternative role 
responsibilities intruding: 
 
Being an academic takes me away from [my family]. … I’m away teaching overseas for three 
weeks at a time, once a year. That’s about to increase ... My wife’s been [teaching] … in 
Singapore, Malaysia and China ... That’s meant a lot of time away too.   
 
It’s not a nine to five job. There are evening classes. There are weekend intensive blocks … 
Summer Schools and Winter Schools ...  regular Saturday classes. Preparation and marking 
intrudes into weekends and holiday time. These obligations mean there are many times I can’t 
be involved in family activities, ... [A]nd I do a couple of stints in our off-shore programs.  
 
The workload is enormous … Academics should be given respect if you still want to have a 
family life, but it’s almost sort of like this, ‘Well, if you really want to be an academic then 
[your family] should come second’ ... Much of my academic work has to be done in the 
evenings and on weekends in what I believe should be family time. 
 
I only feel that I’m on top of things if I take work home ...  There aren’t enough hours in the 
day … I’m able to do a quarter to a third of my workload on campus, Monday to Friday, the 
rest I do at home or at least off campus. Most of it I would do at home ... Having to work like 
that definitely means less time to actually be with the family because I’m an academic. 
 
As to incompatibilities arising from their being doctoral candidates, participants 
reported (i) that they believed their enactment of their doctoral student role had a 
negative effect, in particular, on their enactment of their academic sub-identity as an 
educator and (ii) that it also presented general tensions with respect to candidates 
questioning whether or not studying for a doctorate was a worthwhile endeavour at 
their time of life. 
 
First, regarding participants reporting that they believed their enactment of their 
doctoral student role had a negative effect on their behaviour as an educator, despite 
claims by the interviewees that their enactment of their academic role in general 
encroached significantly on their enactment of the student role (see discussion above) 
and that some maintained that their studies suffered at times in consequence of their 
dedication to students, for example: 
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At times [my commitment to teaching] has taken me away from my own PhD. … I choose to 
devote … extra time to my teaching to ensure that I do a good job and my students get the 
level of assistance they require regardless of how much they might need. 
 
several candidates conceded that they reluctantly, deliberately compromised the 
quality of their teaching preparation and follow-up in an effort to create time to devote 
to their own doctoral studies: 
 
[T]o cope … I have cut way down on the time and effort I put into getting ready for classes ...  
[I]t’s been a few semesters since I’ve done any significant revision to my notes ... I string 
things out more now. 
 
Of all my actual academic responsibilities I think my teaching is the one area I can get away 
with fudging ... I don’t put in the effort that I used to … I don’t prepare as thoroughly and I try 
to minimise the support I give to those who could benefit from extra time ... I’m polite, but I 
don’t go out of my way.     
 
Such comments were made against a background of candidates reporting that the 
teaching aspect of their work as an academic was the one about which they were most 
enthusiastic and to which they felt most committed (see discussion of Proposition 6, 
above). That this anomaly was the source of considerable strain was evident in 
unprompted comments candidates made regarding their feelings about their adopting 
this approach. Four noted: 
 
This has been a source of great difficulty for me ... It is something that worries me personally.   
 
[Taking less care with my teaching] has caused me to lose some of the … self-respect I had 
for myself as an academic. 
 
Because I regard my teaching as the thing in academia that I do best, I … worry deeply about 
my approach now ... It is much to my shame that I admit my teaching has suffered and that my 
current students get a worse deal than did those who I taught some years ago. 
 
My dealings with students was something that I took pride in … not now. That’s not good. 
 
The notion that candidates felt compelled to deal with the competing demands of their 
two roles as a doctoral student and an academic in this way was captured by one 
interviewee who commented: 
 
I started out by trying to do everything [related to my academic responsibilities] to the high 
standards I previously set for myself ... For the first couple of years of my enrolment I made 
no compromises with my academic work and guess what? I made no progress on my PhD … I 
then got stressed over that … After much soul-searching, I decided if I was serious about 
doing a PhD I was going to have to learn to cut corners and learn to live with myself doing 
that. It’s not a thing to be proud of but it was a necessity ... I see colleagues doing the same.  
 
Research carried out by Little and Peter (1990), who studied motivation and 
performance of Australian academics aged 45 to 60 years among a sample of 100 
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drawn from staff employed at a pre-Dawkins’ university, a university of technology 
and a CAE, reported that participants in their study had similar qualms about the 
effects of their research activities on their teaching activities. Little and Peter wrote 
that although ‘motivation to teach is strong’ (p. 40), ‘… there was clear evidence that 
many in [the] sample believe the balance among work activities less than optimal. 
Some felt pressure to increase time and energy in research was detracting from their 
ability to carry out the teaching role as effectively as they and their students both 
desired and required’ (p. xiv). The current study exposes that this area of concern 
among Australian academics has persisted despite Peter and Little drawing attention 
to it being one of consternation, involving a number of stakeholders, almost two 
decades ago. 
 
A further aspect of role incompatibility arising from their being doctoral candidates is 
that many of the participants, despite their articulating possible future career benefits 
of their acquiring a doctorate (see discussion of Proposition 1, above), questioned 
whether or not for them personally studying for a doctorate was a worthwhile 
endeavour at their time of life. Four expressed their uncertainties regarding this in 
these ways: 
 
[A]t 55 - I’m thinking, ‘Okay, how long is this going to take me to do and how much will I 
still get to contribute?’ … [I]f it takes … five or six years or even longer will I be committed 
for all that time?  
 
I’ll graduate the day I leave this job, but I’ll have fulfilled my part of the contract. I’m not 
planning to be a professor at 65 or anything close. 
 
I still don’t feel that I need a doctorate. ... [Workwise] I’ve had this project now for ten years 
… and it’s been … the most successful project they’ve ever had in the [area] and that’s left a 
lot of opportunities and openings for me ... [I’ve] already [had offers], so it’s not that it’s 
going to open up new opportunities … on the work level. 
 
Sometimes you think …  ‘Well what in the hell am I doing this for anyway? It’s really just a 
whole lot of [hesitating], … what does it all mean? 
 
Such feelings of unease about the logic of their enrolment can be attributed to a 
combination of factors that the study’s participants have in common and which 
emerge in the quotations above and elsewhere in this Chapter. These include: (i) their 
main career interest being teaching (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, above); 
(ii) their expectation that their enrolment will span many years (see discussion of 
Proposition 10, below); (iii) many having commenced their doctoral studies during 
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their 40s or 50s; and, (iv) many expecting that once they have completed their studies 
they will be at the end, or in the last years, of the working phase of their lives. 
 
A final point to be made here, which is also at odds with candidates indicating that 
they believed there were potential rewards for them as career academics once they had 
completed their doctoral studies, is that some participants also expressed anxieties 
about (i) the possibility that institutional expectations of them would increase once 
they had graduated and (ii) the consequences of such increased expectations on their 
enactment of their family member role. For example, in a statement that captured the 
concerns of three interviewees, one reported:  
 
I’m still grappling with [the idea that] the moment I get the PhD [I will be made a senior 
lecturer and] … [there will be] … a huge amount of expectation [on me] and the cost to my 
family life [will be] devastating … . I will hardly be at home. I will be totally identified by 
being a senior lecturer. That will be my total identity. … I might as well be a monk: not 
married, not have any children and live at the University. That’s not my ideal life. … I have 
some ideological and personal problems with that expectation.    
 
With respect to incompatibilities candidates reported experiencing between their 
enactment of their doctoral student role and their family member role, one interviewee 
captured the general feeling shared by all participants when he declared:  
 
Being an academic takes [me] away from [my] family, so does being a doctoral student. 
 
while others gave more detailed accounts of how the time they were required to 
dedicate to their studies impacted on the time they had available for family-related 
activities. Some referred explicitly to their family member sub-identity of off-spring 
of aged parents, for example:   
 
I’m a neglectful daughter … [M]y study consumes so much of my time …You are just so 
[busy]. 
 
When my parents-in-law came to stay with us … they’d say, ‘… [Y]ou can still keep on doing 
your work.’ But there were occasions when [we] … had a lot of work to do …, so [my 
husband] would say, … ‘Oh, Mum it’s really difficult this weekend, how about we make it 
next weekend’, … [b]ut we didn’t feel comfortable doing that and tried not to do it too often. 
 
Mum wanted to see us often, so she instigated … [that we all have a meal together regularly]. 
It started out as twice a week, but we had to cut back to once ... [W]e were very conscious of 
time, so … [w]e’d only spend an hour or 45 minutes there and then we’d come home and do 
some study … [Before we enrolled], we were spending an hour and a half or two hours there.  
 
some referred explicitly to their sub-identity of parent, for example:  
 
Because I did between 10 and 20 hours a week on the PhD [it] meant there was between 10 
and 20 hours I wasn’t doing something else [say with the kids or for the kids] and I really had 
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to think at times, ‘Was I neglecting them?’ and I had to be fairly aware of that ... [I had to be 
careful I didn’t just brush them aside] and not to say [if they tried to talk to me], ‘Well, that’s 
good. Now, go and eat your dinner in the lounge room’ … that may have happened. I think it 
did happen a few times and the kids may have felt a bit alienated.  
 
When they first started school I was working full-time [as an academic] and I was studying 
part-time as a doctoral student. [So] I suppose there were times when I would say to them, 
‘Look don’t bother me because I’ve got some reading to do’ and I had to get things done. 
 
some referred explicitly to their sub-identity of partner, for example: 
 
We’re coming up to the children having school holidays soon, and I … expect that I will have 
to do more work here on my PhD, so I won’t be available as frequently as my [partner] might 
like … to do things with the children. [While she’s very happy to spend time with them I] … 
still think she might think, ‘Err gosh, I’m having to take the children here there and 
everywhere, and [he’s] not doing much!’ ...   But I won’t be able to accompany them if she is 
taking them to the pictures or on a picnic in the park or something like that. I’ll just have to 
say, ‘Well sorry, you’ll have to entertain them because I’m doing [my PhD]’, which I will feel 
guilty about. But that’s what is going to happen. 
 
There have been some occasions when we have argued because my studies have interfered 
with [my partner’s] expectations of me and what I should do around the home.  
 
and some referred explicitly and implicitly to their being family members in general, 
for example: 
 
Since I enrolled, for breakfast everyone handles yourself. Now I’ll cook one of the two meals 
on a Saturday or a Sunday - and which one it is will depend on whose going to work where … 
We don’t sit down and actually eat at a table … I know people bemoan the passing of this. 
 
While I’m studying we always still go for our walk …still have a family life or organise for 
the family to do things together; however, time is restricted ... We still do all of the family-like 
activities, but we make sure they take up less time ... It is stressful that it is always, always, 
always on my mind, no matter what we are doing. 
 
[M]y family … is also frustrated ... [T]hey get [annoyed] …They always say, ‘Oh, it doesn’t 
matter [if you can’t come] ; you are so busy’ …, but I think … they feel that they miss out.  
 
I feel guilty that I leave the family behind [when I have to go travelling internationally to 
attend conferences as part of being an academic who’s studying for a doctorate], but that’s the 
job and that’s what I need to do. 
 
Relevant here and related to the admission in this final quotation of, ‘… it is always, 
always, always on my mind, no matter what we are doing’ is that two candidates also 
commented that while they might be physically present with the family, at times they 
are mentally preoccupied with their studies to the extent that candidates could seem 
detached from, and disinterested in, family matters. They reported:  
 
There’s a mixture of a joke and [genuine family horror] of, ‘Oh, …you’ve got your head 
somewhere else other than where it needs to be’. [This is] because I have a habit of leaving 
things behind, for example, at the supermarket, at the butcher’s [hesitating], so there’s the joke 
… ‘Where’s your head? It’s never where it should be’.  
 
[I] get annoyed when I speak about my work and I think others haven’t listened, but … I’d 
have to admit often when I ask them about their day or their plans, before they’ve finished 
I’ve switched off and I’m thinking about my research. Sometimes I’ll ask a question and they 
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will say, ‘You just asked me that!’ or ‘I just told you!’ My mind is often distracted by 
thoughts of my study.  When I do it that, it must seem that I don’t care what’s going on for 
them, when I do care.  
 
When considered in concert, it is clear from these comments that the candidates as a 
group believed their enactment of their family member role across their various sub-
identities was compromised because their enrolment meant there was simply less time 
available for them to participate in routine family activities, and that this was a source 
of role strain.  
 
Further comments by several of the participants, indicated that for some their sense of 
role incompatibility emanated not only from their feeling time poor, but also from 
their experiencing competing demands on their intellectual and emotional energies as 
they tried to simultaneously make progress with their studies and enact their family 
member role, particularly in regard to dealing with substantive matters related to their 
being parents. Implicit in these comments is that candidates believe that focus on their 
studies has the potential to diminish their engagement with serious family issues. This 
was the case for those with young children, for example:  
 
My studies were in full-swing when [my young child] first showed signs of being unwell ... 
The clock was ticking with my studies and I wanted to keep things moving, but there were the 
needs of [my child] to consider …There were pressures from the University, but my priority 
needed to be to get to the bottom of what was wrong with my child ... I was mentally 
exhausted and emotionally drained by the time they finally came up with a diagnosis. 
 
There has been some trauma associated with [one of the children] having learning difficulties 
... Some of the children at [the school] bullied and marginalised [our child] … We have put a 
lot of time and effort into understanding the issues and trying to sort things out with the 
school. This has all been going on at the same time as I’m thrashing about as a doctoral 
student. 
 
and those with adolescents and children in their early adult years, for example:  
 
[One of my children] is going through break up dramas with a current boy friend. It’s a fragile 
time … Those sorts of things concern me and keep me attached strongly to the kids although 
they are now older … I let them know that when they do have a hurtful experience, I feel it 
with them, and when they have a great experience, I feel it with them too. 
 
[One of my children] can be a bit resistant to communicative experiences you’re meant to 
have with [your teenage children]. I work hard at trying to keep dialogue and interaction 
happening between us. Thinking about family life and how to create an environment at home 
that prepares them for life … needs as much thinking as any doctorate. Parenting a rebellious 
teenager without the burden of trying to do a doctorate is challenging enough. There’s a lot 
that they can get mixed up in out there ... . Add the pressures of a doctorate to the mix as a 
parent and you feel like you’re doomed.  
 
My son rang me and he just came straight out and told me the truth about some strife he’d got 
into ... [When issues come up] I say, ‘Well, okay, we’ll have to talk about it’. And we do. I ask 
questions rather than make any statements. [For example, I ask], ‘What would you do 
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differently next time?’ … We still go out together every week – just the two of us. I figure that 
way I might keep the lines of communication between us open   … There are times when I 
just have to think, ‘Well, what’s more important - study or the kids?’ 
 
There was an administrative bungle in my daughter’s Uni course. They made mistakes which 
have had bad repercussions on the kids ... The extreme pressure the kids have been put under 
[hesitating] - that’s an indictable offence … on the part of the University. … [It’s] had serious 
repercussions for [my daughter] and it’s stressing her  … She’s not going to pull the plug now 
... She’s worked so hard. The whole fiasco has blown me away. 
 
[My son] was very close to dropping out of school about 18 months ago. It was making no 
sense to him … [That’s now resolved], but the friendship side of it [is still a worry] … He 
knows what I think … I’m not judgemental, but I don’t have to accept some of the stuff that 
he does and I tell him that ... I don’t take any crap … I’ve said, ‘Don’t bullshit me mate’ ... 
[There was a serious incident recently. I was very worried. We could have lost him].   
 
That candidates, in general, may well be dealing with complex issues as parents that 
compete with their time, intellectual and emotional resources during their enrolment 
was acknowledged by one interviewee who advised those with children: 
 
[I]n terms of family life and doctoral study … you have to be very careful with the timing of 
when you do it … I don’t know when would the right time be, but .. you have to be prepared. 
The timing could be disastrous. 
 
With respect to their family member role of partner, relevant to this discussion of role 
incompatibility, was that some of the candidates raised the notion that in consequence 
of their studies an intellectual gap could develop between themselves and their 
partners. Three reported:   
 
[T]here are certain insights now that PhD directions have opened up to me so that, at times, I 
feel … I’m talking about something and [my wife] is not ‘getting it’.  … [W]e can’t talk about 
[some things] because it requires almost a little lecture [from me] before we [could] start ... 
We were on sort of similar levels, but now I think there is a bit of a distance between where 
I’m at and where [my partner] is at. It’s not because of her intellectual capacity whatsoever; 
it’s because there isn’t the time for her to engage in what the hell I’m on about when we are 
talking about certain insights, and so there is a bit of a gap there. 
 
Are we growing apart because of my PhD? [I’ve heard] about a tragic case of a woman … 
who did a Master’s degree, ‘outgrew’ her husband, and she left him and formed a relationship 
with someone else who was on the same intellectual plane ... [With us], it’s not to that extent, 
but there is a difference that has emerged and it’s partly PhD because I’m required to think, 
analyse to some degree certain things that my partner has never been exposed to. 
 
I’ve shared with [my wife] the PhD, and I have surfaced little findings - little what we might 
call ‘gems’ in the data every so often …, and she has been interested ... [However], when it’s 
over, I suspect she won’t be all that more enlightened about what it is and what it was all 
about.  
 
While none of the candidates suggested that their observation that an intellectual gap 
existed presented a serious threat to their couple-relationship, it is of interest that this 
was a notion that was also raised by three partners participating in this study. To 
reiterate selected comments reported previously (see discussion of Proposition 10, 
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Chapter 7), these partners noted, ‘I became a little touchy that he was thinking he was 
leaving me behind brains-wise … I became touchy of anything that would smack of, 
‘You wouldn’t understand that’; ‘[I]f you have somebody who gets all puffed up at 
the notion of how important they are and what they are doing [it could be a problem]’; 
and, ‘[H]ad [my husband]’s notion of himself become distorted I think that would 
have been a problem because if he had shown disrespect to me in my role I couldn’t 
have withstood that; I wouldn’t have’. Further, one partner reported that her mother 
had warned her of the potential for problems to arise from discrepancies in a couple’s 
academic qualifications (‘My mother came and said, “[Y]ou need to be very careful ... 
[Your husband] will soon have the degree. [He] will have the piece of paper …and 
you have nothing”. And I realised what she meant’). When all comments relevant to 
this point are considered, it is clear that the concept of intellectual differences 
attributed to candidates’ experiences of study at the doctoral level may be a source of 
strain on asymmetrical couple-relationships from the perspective of candidates and 
non-candidate partners.  
 
Related to this point, is the idea that partners who were perhaps considering doctoral 
studies themselves might be dissuaded from doing so because they have been privy to 
how disruptive a candidates’ enrolment can be on family life. Two candidates 
described this as the case for their partners:      
 
[My wife who has a Master’s degree] has said she won’t study again. She knows how difficult 
it has been for me and she doesn’t want to put herself or the family through it all again. 
 
My partner has made an aside comment of, ‘Oh, I couldn’t do that’ because she observes me 
and says, ‘I couldn’t do [a PhD] and do all the other things that are expected of me’.  
 
Here it can be seen that there is the potential for academically inclined candidates’ 
partners to be in the invidious position of feeling simultaneously intellectually left 
behind as a candidate’s study progresses and hesitant to fulfil a personal ambition to 
study at a doctoral level owing to the perception, based on first-hand observation, that 
both a candidate’s and a candidate’s family’s quality of life is unavoidably diminished 
during candidacy. 
 
The final component of the discussion of Proposition 9 will now be presented. The 
focus here is on candidates’ comments regarding their perceptions of incompatibilities 
with their roles as a doctoral student and an academic that arise from their being a 
 359 
family member.  Again as with previously discussed themes, a comment by one 
candidate captured the shared sentiment of the interviewees in regard to the effect of 
their family member status on their enactment of their doctoral student role; the 
candidate noted:  
 
If I didn’t have a family, I probably would have … been a better student. 
 
Among the impediments specifically identified by the candidates were (i) 
simultaneous demands on families’ resources such as space and equipment, for 
example: 
 
It’s … not that easy [to work at home] … [W]e live in an open-plan house, so my office is part 
of a huge living area [which means] … I can’t lock myself off, and that’s been one of the 
major, major issues ...  It’s like, ‘I’m writing. Don’t interrupt me!’ … . ‘Don’t talk to me now. 
I need to finish this sentence’ or ‘Go away!’ … [Y]ou’re giving mixed messages …[Y]ou are 
saying that you are not available, but you’re plonking yourself right in their face … . … 
[T]hat’s where the TV is as well ... and there isn’t anywhere else in the house [where I can 
work]. … . [S]ometimes, I take the laptop into their bedroom just to get away.  
 
Once I get home, the kids have got both computers totally occupied, [so] I couldn’t do it even 
if I wanted to. 
 
and (ii) home-life not being conducive to opportunities for quiet, intellectual 
reflection, for example,  
 
It probably took me two years to learn to work [on my PhD] at home…, and I still don’t do it 
that well … . It’s always so busy. I’m constantly surrounded by noise and activity … It’s a 
household of three teenagers; you wouldn’t expect it to be any other way. 
 
I tried working in the house with all the hustle and bustle of: meal-time, bath-time, squabbles 
over TV shows, homework, music practice and dramas of resisting a specified time for lights 
out.  I wanted to have a presence but the environment was impossible to concentrate in; 
eventually I set up an office in the garage. 
 
Two candidates noted that a consequence of their being family members was that their 
candidacy was protracted:  
 
My study is taking an extraordinarily long time to complete. I think the family issues meant it 
took a particularly long time ... It was fairly difficult to find time to do all of it. 
 
The family will travel with me when I teach overseas next but I’m thinking there is just no 
point in my taking papers to read or whatever … because I just won’t get the opportunity [to 
do any work on my PhD]. If I was by myself I know I could [because I’ve done that before]. 
… I’m thinking, ‘No work will get done for the PhD in the next two months ’ – that’s how 
long I’ll be over there – which is not what I really want. I’m at an interesting stage at the 
moment and I’d love to really get into it.  
 
while two felt that the quality of their work was compromised: 
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 Usually with my writing it’s a case of, ‘Can I get away with this? I really don’t have the 
luxury of the opportunity to think in-depth ... There are a lot of interruptions when I’m 
working at home and I try to stick to the deadlines I set with my supervisors. 
 
My work is substandard to what I know I’m capable of because my family commitments mean 
I can’t really get into it in the way I want to – the way I think that I’m supposed to. 
 
As indicated in the previous discussions (see Proposition 3, Chapter 7) in response to 
couples’ perceptions of their families’ needs for more space and improved home-
amenities, some households embarked on home renovations. Those candidates who 
were in this situation and made comment on the effect on their studies bemoaned that 
it was distraction and an additional source of considerable strain:    
 
We are building on. … We [want] to accommodate the positives that we love about family 
being together: the living together, the doing together [and] what we need is some space … 
because at the moment the intensity of everybody living [as we do is just too much] … 
Something had to be done … But renovating while I’ve been studying has been a nightmare 
… Building the house shouldn’t make me angry but every time … I’ve had to stay home 
because things have gone so disastrously with the building … I get so frustrated ... . There 
have been many days … when all I wanted to do was … study, but I can’t ... . I’m thoroughly 
pissed off with the house at the minute. 
 
I thought renovating the house was going to be such as simple thing. I thought … you hire a 
building company, you’ve got a site manager, you pay good money and they come along and 
do it and that [I] disappear … to do [my] PhD and come home and the builders have gone 
about their business. But there has been one thing after another. … [T]he place is in an 
absolute turmoil, so that’s mentally [and emotionally exhausting].  It’s very stressful [and] … 
I’m cross because I know that [it’s been distracting me from doing my PhD]. … [W]hat I’ve 
been writing is only about 75 per cent decent because [of the renovations]. ... I should be 
excited and I’m angry because it’s stuffed me around and it’s intruded into my study. I mean 
like that’s stupid.   
 
In anticipation of possible negative effects of renovating on their engagement with 
their studies, conversely, several participants commented explicitly that they had 
postponed undertaking home improvements:  
 
Come back here [in] … 12 months [after I’ve graduated] and you will see pet projects that 
we’ve been putting off for 12 years because we’ve been studying since the early 90s. [When 
I’ve finished] I will become more of a traditional ‘stay-at-home’ type dad and do things 
around the house. I’ll be enhancing the nest … . I’ll be flying off and picking up better quality 
twigs and bringing them back. I’m looking forward to that. And …, we want to fix … up [our 
holiday home] … too. 
 
[T]he thing I’m hanging out for is to renovate our home once I’ve finished. We extended 
about 25 years ago and have done nothing since. Everything has deteriorated with time. The 
place is looking old and shabby … I couldn’t contemplate studying and renovating though ... 
The unanticipated hassles we had all those years ago when we built-on are still fresh in my 
mind. No way. There is no way I’d even contemplate it. 
 
While this strategy, it seems, was useful for averting the stress of monitoring the 
quality of work done by contractors and dealing with disputes, it also meant (i) issues 
of the need for more space and improved amenities were not addressed and hence 
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associated strains persisted and (ii) candidates experienced feelings of unease because 
they felt responsible for their families not enjoying improved living conditions: 
 
With putting off home-improvement projects I … feel bad for the family that they are having 
to wait so long for me to turn my attention to making our home a nice physical environment to 
be in. 
 
The kids need their own bedrooms and their own place to study now because they are getting 
older … Because of my PhD … the extension and renovations [are] on hold, so in that way 
they are missing out because I’m studying.    
 
In contrast to the candidates’ numerous comments regarding the impact of family life 
on their study activities, despite during their interviews being asked, ‘Can you 
describe yourself as an academic and a family member’, no references could be found 
in the data to indicate the interviewees were either aware of, or concerned about, their 
family life having a negative effect on their enactment of their academic role as a 
separate entity outside of the requirement that, as academics, they were expected to 
study for a doctorate. That this is the case strongly reinforces the notion that concerns 
about their doctoral study activities were the interviewees’ main preoccupation in 
their role as an academic during candidacy.   
 
The discussion will now consider the applicability of Proposition 10, which is ‘The 
greater the role accumulation, the greater the perceived incompatibility of roles in that 
set’, to the experiences of the candidates. Three themes emerged from comments 
made during the interviews to be especially apposite to the experiences of the 
candidates in their efforts to meet the demands on their time and efforts after they 
added the role of doctoral student to their existing role set, namely candidates: (i) 
feeling concerns about their aptitude for study at the doctoral level; (ii) feeling guilty 
over a range of issues related directly and indirectly to their enrolment; and, (iii) 
feeling concerns about their studies being undertaken over many years, during what 
they perceive to be critical periods in the lives of their parents and children.  
 
First, as to comments made by the candidates which indicate that they felt concerned 
about their aptitude for study at the doctoral level, while there were several indicators 
that there were aspects of their doctoral student status about which they felt positive, 
relevant to this Proposition is that they also made comments indicating that they felt 
unprepared for, and considerably ill at ease in, the doctoral student role despite their 
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working in higher education.  That this is the case is significant in that this affective 
dimension of the candidates’ experiences of being a doctoral student, as will emerge 
in the discussion of the second theme, it seems, had subsequent effects on their 
enactment of their roles as academics and family members. Further, it is also 
reasonable to assume that it added to the strains already experienced by the candidates 
in terms of their feeling time poor.  
 
Despite (i) candidates making comments indicating that they were favourably 
disposed toward university initiatives that they study for a doctorate (see discussion of 
Proposition 1, above); (ii) several of the candidates acknowledging that aspects of 
their doctoral student status generated positive feelings for them, including, for 
example, the rewards of personal and intellectual growth and development (see 
discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, above); and, (iii) declarations by some of the 
pleasure they derive from the unanticipated situation of their studying at the doctoral 
level, for example: 
 
[To be studying for a doctorate is] rewarding and I love it and I love it because when I’m in 
that space I indulge myself into reading and learning that I didn’t ever, ever think was going to 
be possible for me. 
  
Everything I’ve done [beyond high school study-wise has been] … beyond my expectations ... 
Everything … that has happen [has been] … more than I could have ever expected … . 
 
in keeping with comments discussed when Proposition 4 was considered and 
candidates’ lack of certainty about what was expected of them in their role of doctoral 
candidate was revealed (for example, ‘I never feel complete confidence that I’m on 
top of things’; ‘It frightens me ... I don’t know what a PhD is - not deep down, I 
don’t.’), candidates experienced a persistent lack of confidence and uncertainty about 
their suitability for study at the elite doctoral level. A comment by one participant 
captured the general tenor of sentiments expressed by all of the interviewees in this 
regard when he noted:  
 
[Doing the PhD] - I suppose the personal thing [is it] … stresses me because of … my 
uncertainty of my ability to do it. 
 
Reasons that emerged for this being the case included: (i) candidates not having a 
strong academic-performance history dating back to their final years of secondary 
education when students’ academic achievements are first publicly ranked, for 
example:   
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I’m often astounded when I think about my situation because I am studying for a PhD now 
after failing … Year 12 in the 1960s when I was 18 ... [I]n my day there used to be this view 
that if you failed at HSC you failed - you are a failure - in life. 
 
I failed Year 11 - twice. You can’t do worse than me ... I’d failed Year 11 twice and dropped 
out and went to work on farms and did all that sort of stuff as a 16 year old, so … becoming 
an academic just wasn’t on the list at that stage ... When the family moved to Melbourne I 
worked in public service jobs … until I was 24. Then I went overseas … came back and 
signed up for teaching.  
 
[For me] … it’s [been] one step at a time.  ‘Miracle! Gosh! I’d passed high school and I’ve 
made this next step. Gosh, it’s such a big place - the university’ ... It was probably [for me a 
matter of thinking], ‘I’m here. Gosh, I hope I can survive in undergraduate level’.  
 
(ii) candidates’ informally acquired and long-held understandings of the 
characteristics of a doctoral graduate being inconsistent with their self-image. The 
consequence of this was participants, prior to their enrolment, did not see a doctoral 
qualification as something accessible or attainable for themselves, for example: 
 
My previous impressions of someone with a PhD was that … they would be incredibly 
intelligent in a given field …I thought anyone with a [title] doctor before their name or a PhD 
is someone who’s obviously reached a world-wide standard and they are the expert in this 
field ... That’s not the sort of person I saw myself as … No, that wasn’t me - not by a long 
shot.  
 
I had immense respect for [people who had a doctorate] and saw them as being up on a 
pedestal … [I] t was a case of … looking up at them … in … awe as something almost God-
like ... . It was … almost an exclusive club type-thing that you looked up at ... out of my 
league, way, way out of my league because fundamentally I’m just a person [while] they were 
special – clearly clever. 
 
(iii) candidates not having had an ambition to study at a doctoral level prior to feeling 
pressure from their institutions to enrol, for example:  
 
[I] hadn’t given a PhD a thought ... until it came up in conversation in the staffroom one day. 
 
Is it something I imagined myself doing? - No, no. 
 
I couldn’t understand people that … were professional students ... I just couldn’t understand 
how anyone in their right mind would be studying [in their fifties], and now I find, [in my 
fifties], I have turned into the professional student.   
 
Of interest here is that some linked their lack of ambition to do a doctorate to their 
recent experience of studying for their Master’s: 
  
It took me [more than 11 years] to finish my Master’s, so I … hadn’t looked much past 
finishing the Master’s ... I hadn’t thought about a PhD... I was still recovering. 
  
The problem that I had was my Master’s was not … by research. It was only a very small 
project - a 10,000-word project, and that’s why … I thought, ‘Oh, there is no way I could do 
it’. 
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When brought together various of these factors combined for individual candidates to 
undermine their confidence and generate overall feelings of incompatibility to the 
extent that many described themselves as impostors or pretenders in the doctoral 
student role, for example: 
 
I, like many PhD students, feel like I’m a fraud … Like, I’m a rank amateur ... I’m on the 
fringe of things … At a conference recently one gentleman walked up to me at one of the 
social events and said, ‘Oh, I feel like a fraud here and I said, ‘No, I’m more of a fraud than 
anyone’ ... It’s an insecurity thing on my part.  
 
[A colleague who is also enrolled] thinks I’m coping really well and I’m going, ‘No, no, it’s 
all a front’.    
 
I must admit [moving my study forward] is what I’m not doing well. Yes, the PhD is last 
[after I do everything else] ... Really, I’m pretending to do a PhD … I’m getting roped in at 
the moment from my supervisors who are going to growl at me ... I’ve been found out.  
 
In summary, while during their interviews candidates were able to articulate (i) a 
rationale for their enrolment based on their universities’ credential initiatives and each 
interviewee’s individual circumstances and (ii) areas of reward they experienced 
across their three major life roles from their enactment of their student role, overall 
these appear to be outweighed by a plethora of comments indicating candidates felt 
unprepared for, and uneasy in, the doctoral student role.   
 
The identification of the issue of candidates feeling concerns about their aptitude for 
study at the doctoral level is significant to the discussion of candidates’ experiences of 
role incompatibility and role strain, not only as a discrete phenomenon, but also 
because their lack of confidence is very likely to be a factor underpinning certain 
behaviours they adopted which in turn led to their feeling guilty about how they 
conducted themselves in their roles of academic and family member. The discussion 
will now focus on this aspect of the candidates’ experiences. 
 
A second theme emerged as relevant to the notion that candidates’ experiences of role 
accumulation, by way of their acquiring the role of doctoral student, were a catalyst to 
their perceiving incompatibilities in their role set. This was that they described feeling 
guilty over a range of issues related directly and indirectly to their enrolment. Specific 
issues that have emerged during the discussions thus far (see discussions of 
Propositions 4 and 9, above) over which the interviewees implicitly and explicitly 
described feeling guilt include: (i) non-involvement at the organisational level in their 
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children’s sporting and interest groups (for example, ‘My daughter … has moved into 
a really competitive side of doing stuff with the club, so I started feeling really guilty 
that I wasn’t putting in’); (ii) not meeting their own and others’ expectations regarding 
activities normatively prescribed for adult offspring of aged parents (for example, ‘I 
don’t see [my mother] as much as I should and I want to …  I feel bad about that’); 
(iii) not spending time working on their PhDs when they were attending to their 
parents’ needs (for example, ‘[After spending time with our parents], sometimes …we 
would feel so guilty because we hadn’t done any work [on our studies]… as soon as 
they had gone, we’d be off doing some’); (iv) their impatience with their parents’ 
conversations and/or activities (for example, ‘I … loathe shopping with my mother-
in-law ... She is unbelievably s-l-o-w …  I’m never rude to her, but I am horrified at 
my intolerance’); (v) making compromises with regard to previous standards they had 
achieved in their teaching (for example, ‘[Taking less care with my teaching] has 
caused me to lose some of the … self-respect I had for myself as an academic’); and, 
(vi) non-involvement in family activities (for example, ‘[With the kids] I really had to 
think at times, “Was I neglecting them?” … I think it did happen a few times and the 
kids may have felt a bit alienated’).  Further to these issues were several others; these 
will now be discussed in detail. 
 
Related to a point raised in the final phases of the discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 
above and the notion of guilt, was that several of the candidates saw their enactment 
of activities related to their doctoral studies as selfish. This was in part because 
undertaking their studies required them to redirect their time and efforts away from 
other responsibilities, which they and others valued, to activities related to their 
studies. For example, three candidates made the following general comments: 
 
To avoid performance punishment I say, … ‘No, I need some time to do my study’. But I’m 
not [by nature] selfish. I tend to think of others first before myself and that’s my problem. 
 
It finally dawned on me that I couldn’t do everything I was doing previously and do a 
doctorate ... It’s been a difficult process for me – letting go of some things that I used to do – 
and enjoyed, to do my research … That’s been hard and there has been  - and still is guilt 
attached to working through what will be traded off.  
 
[Doing a PhD] is the most selfish thing anybody could do ... I feel so guilty because of the 
time that it [takes up] ... I’m selfish; I don’t give much … I think over the time since I’ve been 
studying I’ve become more and more selfish.   
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Detailed accounts of the effects of this redirection of time and effort away from (i) 
academic, and in particular teaching duties, and (ii) family-centred activities are 
presented in the discussion of Proposition 9, above. Those accounts explicate some of 
the precise events relevant to the general statements cited here and provide insight 
into candidates’ specific concerns on this matter.  
 
Of special interest to this discussion of candidates’ experiences of guilt, are comments 
by one candidate that capture how a range of pressures related to the introduction of 
doctoral student activities into her life intersected to create several points of tension 
related to role enactment. Her lucid descriptions of her experiences of reward and 
guilt as multifaceted phenomena mirrored the experiences of other participants. She 
reported first: 
 
[Doing a PhD] means there is guilt ... It takes up a great deal of my time – an enormous 
amount of my time – that means guilt … It’s rewarding and I love it  … I love … reading and 
learning  … that means guilt because … I feel so very selfish and indulgent [because] when 
I’m enjoying my study I’m not doing family things and I cut them out ... At the same time [as 
I’m enjoying my study], I get angry with the family for intruding and that’s hard. … I’ve got 
to the stage where I’ve wanted to pack up and go somewhere for six months and that is 
disgusting. That is disgusting because my family are my life, [but I] … get to such a stage that 
I say to my husband, ‘I’m going mad. I’m going to scream. I’ve just got to get out of here. I’ve 
got to pack up and [leave]. I might have to go somewhere to write this up if I can’t get space!’ 
Every day, every day it’s made me angry. 
 
and then later: 
 
I struggle with my role as a mother ... I will try to do it all. My [academic] work, my study and 
parenting … I can work all night not go to bed and then spend a day taking my children to 
[their various weekend activities] ... We can have a great day together … then the lack of sleep 
kicks in, then they get the pay back because then I get cranky not just because of the lack of 
sleep but because I’m thinking, ‘I’ve done nothing on my PhD in the whole time – in the 
whole day’.  
 
That others found the experience of doctoral study as a stand-alone activity personally 
and intellectually rewarding was revealed in the discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, 
above; that some others, too, were simultaneously dismayed when they reflected on 
how the pressure they felt at times affected their attitudes and behaviours in ways that 
were inconsistent with how they wanted to enact their family member role is evident 
in the following three example comments:  
 
I think as a partner, generally, [I’m] … loving, compassionate, committed, consistent, 
understanding, tolerant. However, how do I see myself as a partner and a PhD student? - as a 
pain in the arse  - I’m sorry to say. I think I would be hard work. I could become very 
focussed and withdraw or, as my partner would say, “go into PhD mode”. I think I can be 
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distant. I think I can be moody … [Me going into “PhD mode” is my partner’s term] ... When 
I’m in PhD mode communication between us becomes strained. 
 
[Doing the PhD] … stresses me … and I think that flows through, of course, to people who are 
close to you. I can get down [when I start thinking that I’m not up to the mark], so those things 
can collide some times, which is not good ... When you get down about your studies, which 
might be down lower than perhaps the normal ups and downs of most people, it’s … an 
unpleasant place … for other people to see you in … I think the collision of those things can 
be problematic ... My partner probably doesn’t deserve what I dish out; … she doesn’t. 
Thinking about how I can be makes me feel bad. She shouldn’t have to wear it.  
 
When [my partner] rings up [and says], ‘How are things going?’ I get angry at him for 
interrupting me ... He’ll ring me on my mobile because he can’t get through to me on the other 
’phone because I’m on the net and it’s like, ‘Just go away and leave me alone’.  
  
Evident in these accounts is that candidates’ partners were the family members most 
exposed to the candidates’ extremes of behaviour in terms of their becoming irritable 
and non-communicative as they grappled with the intellectual challenges inherent in 
doctoral studies or became frustrated with what they perceived as a lack of progress. 
Indeed, some spoke of their deliberate efforts to protect their children from their overt 
behaviours; for example, as cited previously (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, 
above), one candidate reported, ‘Fortunately, [the children] don’t get any of the bad 
sides of me [when I’m studying] … They are not subject to the crap ... I probably 
don’t go into PhD mode around them’, while four others reported: 
 
[The children] probably wouldn’t notice [how down I can get at times about my study – the 
negative effects it has on my mood] like my partner does ... I don’t expose the kids to that 
stuff. 
 
 [The emotional downs caused by my studies] affect mainly my partner. She takes the brunt of 
my frustrations, insecurities, lack of confidence and need to withdraw and be focussed. That’s 
the main impact of my studies on the family … .   
 
[My partner] cops a fair bit of angst when I don’t feel that I’m on top of things [with my 
studies] - but not the kids. 
 
The kids get a bit of my crankiness, but it’s really mostly [my partner] who gets to see that 
unfortunate side of me ... [My partner’s] got the raw end of the deal at the minute ... I probably 
take far more than I give. … And he always seems to … bear the brunt ... When I lose it, I lose 
it worse when I’ve been working through the night … I get really pissed off when I get tired 
… That’s when I write something … stupid - theoretical stuff that’s untenable.  
 
The extent to which candidates may feel disturbed by the effect of their study on their 
emotional state and in turn the effect of feeling frustrated and insecure on their 
behaviour in their couple-relationship, was conveyed by two interviewees who 
commented:  
 
I hope I haven’t become a different person. I hope this is a transitory thing. … I worry that I 
have.  
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It bothers me to think I have become selfish and self-centred and that my demands that my 
needs [in relation to my studies] are met are those of an immature, indulged adult who hasn’t 
grown up, who is so self-focussed that they are incapable of any sensibility to others’ needs 
and feelings. 
 
Only one candidate, however, reported having openly discussed this aspect of the 
effect of his studies with his partner in an attempt to reassure her that his behaviour 
was in response to the demands of his studies and did not reflect a diminution of his 
commitment to their relationship; he explained: 
 
There’s been a need [for us] to talk about [my need to withdraw for long periods and not 
interact] and work through the fact that it is nothing more than me just being really focussed 
and both of us recognising when it’s occurring and having some slack in our understanding of 
one another. [I’ve had to explain] that’s where I am and don’t freak out because that’s where I 
am and it means nothing more than I’ve gone off to concentrate … That needs to be 
communicated and talked through to develop an understanding of what it means in the context 
of the relationship. 
 
To conclude the discussion on this point, consideration will now be given to trends 
that emerged from the interviews with the candidates regarding their expressing, 
within the family home, their feelings of frustration, and at times inadequacy, in the 
doctoral student role. First, it is clear from their comments that while candidates put 
boundaries around their behaviour when interacting with their children, this was not 
the case when they were interacting with their partners.  
 
Indeed, candidates’ descriptions of their behaviours in their couple-relationship 
indicated they could be withdrawn and irritable to the point of being rude and 
dismissive in response to pressures arising from their studies, even in situations where 
candidates recognised that their partners’ behaviours were unprovocative and/or 
clearly supportive. Further to this second point, such behaviours were enacted against 
a general background of candidates, in the main, expecting and experiencing their 
partners’ support for their studies in a variety of ways including: (i) endorsement of 
their enrolment (see discussions of Proposition 1, above and Proposition 1, Chapter 
7); (ii) high levels of involvement in the running of the family home and attending to 
family member responsibilities in the candidates’ stead so that candidates could 
devote time to their studies (see discussions of Proposition 4, above and Proposition 
4, Chapter 7); and (iii) provision of practical and moral support related directly to the 
candidates’ student activities (see discussions of Proposition 5, above and Proposition 
6, Chapter 7).  
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Second, while candidates candidly acknowledged during their interviews that their 
behaviour at times could be confronting in the context of their couple-relationship and 
expressed sincere regret to the interviewer over this, typically they did not openly 
discuss their concerns that their conduct was inappropriate with, or express feelings of 
remorse to, their partners. Such an anomaly, it appears, may be explained by 
candidates’ tendency, with the exception of one interviewee, to be unconcerned that 
their behaviours could have long-term detrimental effects on their couple-relationship.  
Related to this, they appeared confident that their partners were patient with, and 
tolerant of, their episodes of non-communication and bad temper; for example, two 
commented: 
 
Yes, [my partner’s] got the raw end of the deal right now ... and he’s got the patience of a 
saint. 
 
There have been some occasions when we have argued … nothing huge - just a skirmish or 
two - not too damaging. We’ve been married 30 years … [so when we argue it’s] more than a 
Cold War; we say what we think. But he always comes around. I can count on him to come 
around. 
 
Of concern here, in terms of potential negative consequences of doctoral study on the 
longevity of couples’ relationships, is that candidates may be overlooking possible 
eroding effects of their behaviours, which are enacted over the many years of a 
candidature (see discussion below), on their couple-relationship. That candidates 
tended to give scant attention in general to their partners’ needs during candidature 
(see discussion of Proposition 4, above) and that they typically avoided open 
discussions with their partners about their behaviour when under pressure, suggest 
that their summations regarding their partners having high levels of resilience to their 
behaviours may not have a sound basis.  
 
In support of the contention that partners may be more sensitive to the way they are 
treated than candidates concede, are two previously cited comments by partners (see 
discussion of Proposition 10, Chapter 7) regarding their perceptions of the effects of 
doctoral enrolment on their couple-relationship. One explained, ‘[The PhD has] been 
there big time as an influence on a change in the relationship and I couldn’t possibly 
say that it was a change for the better; I could only say that it was a change for the 
worse … When it is finished … I’ll look towards seeking to restore, renew and repair 
what it has done to us’; and another cautioned, ‘I think you need to have a solid 
relationship to go into it. I think that it is divisive … It can appear that your other 
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party has gone off doing this terribly important thing and what can then happen is that 
you can feel that, that is being chosen over you, which is not a good feeling for 
anybody’. 
 
The third theme relevant to Proposition 10 and the notion that candidates experienced 
role strain in consequence of their perceiving incompatibilities across their roles after 
they acquired the role of doctoral student, was that they felt concerned that they were 
undertaking study, over many years, during critical times in the lives of their aging 
parents and children. 
 
That the length of time required to complete a doctoral study was an aspect of their 
student status of concern to many candidates was evident in interviewees’ responses 
to general enquiries regarding their anticipated completion date, for example:  
 
My supervisor has already said to me, ‘It’s going to take you ten years.’ And at first I was, 
‘Err?’ [indicating surprise and feeling daunted] and [then I] thought about it for a couple of 
days and thought, ‘She’s right. She just knows … what life’s like and all of the rest.’  
 
I feel like it’s dragging on and on and on and on. I started out with grand plans to finish in 
minimum time ... It hasn’t been possible ... I could have to ask for an extension. That’s not 
desirable from my point of view. It’s a thing that weighs on my mind every day. 
 
They say, ‘More than anything, it’s an endurance test’. It is, and staying motivated is difficult 
... When will I finish? [shrugging].  
 
In several instances, candidates included in their responses remarks indicating the 
disquiet they experienced over the time taken to complete their doctoral studies was 
compounded because they had also invested substantial time in acquiring pre-doctoral 
qualifications; for example, two commented:  
 
[When I was young m]y parents said to me, ‘Well, it’s most important … that you get a good 
education’, but I don’t think that they thought getting a good education meant doing what I’m 
doing still. They thought I would stop at … 23 ... . I’ve had a lifetime of learning in … formal 
courses ... I haven’t stopped. I started university at 18 and I think I had two years off, and I’m 
now 53 years of age, so I’ve only not studied or done some research or some learning for two 
years since the age of 18 to 53 ... I’m stupid for doing it.  
 
Before this I did some TAFE accounting units way back. Later I enrolled in a graduate 
diploma at an institute, as it was at the time. Then, I did a range of industry-based short 
courses ... Then I … did an associate diploma and then another graduate diploma … then a 
Master’s, and then a graduate certificate in education. Now this – it just goes on and on.  
 
While some candidates linked their concerns about their very long engagement with 
formal studies to concerns they had for their own well-being, for example: 
I didn’t realise just how wearing it would be ... I really wasn’t prepared for how I would feel 
about it dragging out over the years.  
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[I can’t] work in the garden without feeling guilty [or] go for a walk [or run] without transcript 
headphones … [O]ne day I’ll go back to walking on the beach without thinking about the next 
chapter … . I can’t bear to think about how good it will be to have it finished. 
 
My neck is dreadful ... . Physically, I’d never do a PhD again just from the physical point of 
view. It’s a killer …The work at the computer is just gruelling [stretching neck from side to 
side] … It takes a toll ... . I think I’m going to be round shouldered for life, so anybody 
starting out, ‘Beware!’.  
 
of particular interest to this investigation, with its focus on familial relationships, was 
that many candidates expressed concerns about their doctoral studies coinciding with 
critical times in both their parents’ and their children’s lives. Implicit in their 
comments was that they felt, time-wise, there was a limited window of opportunity to 
spend time interacting, in ways which were important to the candidates, with their 
parents and with their children. With respect to their aged parents, two candidates 
commented: 
 
I feel that I have neglected [Dad] over many, many years because I’ve been studying - in the 
nineties for my Master’s - that took six years - and now in the 2000s for my PhD - particularly 
my PhD - because he’s now 15 years older ... He’ll be 90 soon and is in reasonable health but 
who knows? - that could change at any time.  It’s a concern. 
 
I worry that I will lose Mum before I finish my PhD and will never have the chance to do the 
things I keep saying I will do once it is finished ... This is difficult for me to talk about. 
 
As to comments candidates made on this matter regarding their children, one noted: 
 
When you have children  … time is of the essence. You may have a PhD to complete but your 
time with your children … is … something to value above everything ... . There is no point 
having a PhD and not knowing your children and them not knowing you. That would be sad ... 
Your children come and then they go. The opportunity to be a nurturing parent comes and 
goes … Doing a PhD is something that can be done at anytime – well sort of.  
 
and in so doing captured the sentiment that underpinned others’ comments when they 
reported, for example:   
 
I took a day off from my study recently [and went to watch one of my children compete in a 
sports event] … After I said, ‘You can’t revisit that’. … Just to be there is such an important 
part of being a parent. 
 
The years are flying by. Kids are only around for such a few years; you don’t want to miss 
opportunities. You have to get your priorities right or before you know it they will be off 
overseas working or studying or living in a student house or whatever. Whatever - they will be 
gone. 
 
I don’t want to be the absentee father, and I hope they have fond memories of me when I’m 
dead, so I’m putting the time in ... [My daughter] would have been approximately one and [my 
son] would have been approximately three when I started [my PhD – nine years ago]. 
Recently I had planned to spend a weekend locked in my study then one of the kids asked for 
assistance with [making a major decision]. This involved … driving half-way across the state 
… I dropped my plans to study. It was inconvenient, but I thought this is a privilege; he wants 
my involvement. If I didn’t, he might never ask again - then how would I feel? 
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In summary, comments by the candidates indicate that a combination of factors meant 
they perceived their role of doctoral student to be incompatible with how they wished 
to enact their family member role in the context of their sub-identities as offspring of 
aged parents and as parents. The introduction of the role of doctoral student was a 
cause of considerable strain because it occurred at a time when candidates felt 
substantial responsibilities for contributing directly to their parents’ and their 
children’s welfare. These concerns were compounded by the length of time required 
to complete a doctoral program. The comments reported above indicate that 
candidates: (i) were anxious for their studies to be completed so that they could spend 
more time doing things with and for their parents and (ii) did not want to look back at 
this time in their children’s lives and have regrets about non-involvement in their 
children’s activities. 
 
To conclude this consideration of Proposition 10, of interest is that each of the themes 
discussed here emerged during the interviews without explicit prompting by the 
interviewer. In other words, all data cited reflect interviewees’ responses to neutral 
probing questions such as: ‘Can you say more about that?, ‘Do you want to add 
anything?’ and ‘How did you feel about that?’ rather than to leading questions such 
as; ‘Are you surprised to find yourself enrolled in a doctorate given your history as a 
student?’, ‘Is there anything related to your studies that makes you feel guilty?’ or 
‘Are you concerned that your studies coincide with your parents’ later-life years / 
children’s developmental years?’. Although only open prompts were used, that 
candidates consistently described their experiences of incompatibilities within their 
role set in terms of these themes, attests to these accounts being particularly important 
to reaching understandings of the shared experiences of the participants in this study. 
 
Further, as was the case with several of the candidates’ partners (see discussion of 
Proposition 10, Chapter 7), the majority of candidates remarked without prompting 
that they found the opportunity to describe their experiences to the interviewer to be 
therapeutic. Comments such as, ‘It will be therapeutic, I think, for us as a family and 
us as individuals … I think we will benefit from it’ and ‘It’s good therapy’ were 
made, pre, mid or post-interview; in some cases individual candidates reiterated the 
point at different phases. Also, at the conclusion of the interviews, when the 
interviewer thanked the participants for their involvement, some candidates thanked 
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the interviewer for selecting them to participate. These two behaviours suggest 
strongly that candidates were not merely mindful of incompatibilities but that they 
found issues surrounding their enrolment to be relentlessly stressful.  
 
The discussion will now consider the applicability of Proposition 11 to the 
experiences of the candidates. It complements earlier Propositions that have focussed 
on individuals’ sense of rewards (Propositions 7 and 8) and perceptions of 
incompatibilities (Propositions 9 and 10) associated with role accumulation and role 
enactment and their relationship to role strain. It does this by facilitating a focus on 
how the identification of rewards from role enactment may serve to diminish an 
individual’s sense of role incompatibility and hence their experiences of role strain. 
Proposition 11 is ‘The greater the rewards from role enactment, the weaker the 
relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’. While the discussion, thus 
far, indicates that on balance candidates’ sense of role incompatibilities overwhelmed 
any rewards they may have experienced from role enactment, there were some 
important areas of reward associated with family member sub-identities that were 
identified during the interviews that, it seems, did diminish the extent of role strain 
experienced by the candidates. Several themes emerged from candidates’ comments 
as relevant to this notion. 
 
First, while candidates were clearly concerned about the well-being of their children 
and anxious that their children not feel overlooked by them during candidacy (see 
discussion of Propositions 2 and 9, above), there were strong indications that 
candidates overall felt positive about the way they conducted themselves as parents. 
Against a background of interviewees declaring that their families, and in particular 
their children, were their main priority, many made implicit and explicit comments, 
some of which have been cited in the discussions of previous Propositions, which 
resonated with these five:   
 
My daughter … knows that the … years of me doing a PhD - she will be able to look back on 
a time where she didn’t miss out on any of the things that she wanted to do, that she didn’t 
[miss out] because I was a student  
I might be very busy - particularly [with my] study but I still manage to provide their dinner 
and still to take them to school and still to do whatever else I feel I need to do as a Mum.  
 
The impact on my children with regards to family life I think has been minimal. The structure 
I have with them on a week-to-week basis, which is a lot, has not changed. Looking after their 
 374 
needs comes first. My needs don’t seem to come into the picture at all when they are around. 
It’s purely [about them when they are with me]. 
 
As far as being a mother goes … I think the struggle is my struggle. I think they’ve got 
someone that’s there for them. And look, my relationship with them has far surpassed my 
expectations of what I wanted as a mother in terms of … communication and things that we 
can talk about. 
  
We always [have] a daily briefing or debriefing. ‘What did you do today?’ and [the] kids still 
love coming home and we still love asking, ‘How was your day? What happened?’ … and 
we’d sit down and talk about it. We’ve always done that from kinder right through - when I 
studied for my Master’s and my PhD. 
 
Second, while candidates acknowledged that they believed their role as a doctoral 
student and their family member sub-identity as off-spring of aged parents were 
incompatible, in that typically (i) their parents were not able to relate to the 
candidates’ experiences as a doctoral student, for example:  
 
I [don’t] think that my mother [or] father fully appreciated what [studying for a PhD has] 
meant [for me] ... [I]t’s not their world … . I was the first child in the family to take out a 
degree and Master’s degree and a postgrad qualification  [and] now a PhD ... They’d say, 
‘How’s it going son?’ then … when [I’d] say, ‘I’m doing a lit review’. ..  they would just sort 
of vague over and say, ‘How are the kids?’ ... [They ask me about it and I give a little bit of 
information] and they say, ‘Oh gee, that’s a lot of work’ … I’m not pushing it and over 
emphasising things. It’s pretty much a closed door.       
 
It’s taken a while [for my parents to reach any kind of understanding about what I’m doing] ... 
They just know it as a big thing. I think they’re got their head around that it’s the final 
qualification anyone can get. 
 
When I got my first degree … my Mum said to me, ‘Oh, well now you’re okay. Now you can 
stop studying …You don’t have to worry about studying any more’ ... She [still] remembers 
[saying] it now, and it’s 20 years down the track ... [O]ver years she’s probably been saying, 
‘Oh, she’s gone off and done more study.’ 
 
and (ii) could, at times, make discouraging comments about candidates’ studies, for 
example: 
 
Our parents questioned it. My Mum … [asked], ‘But why are you doing this. Do you really 
need to do it? You’ve been studying all these years?’  
 
There [were some negative comments from] … my mother ... about me travelling 
internationally doing things [at conferences]. [She was concerned] for my family … . ‘It’s a 
bit tough on [your wife]’ was Mum’s comment.  
 
[There was] a little bit of negativity ... A sort of jocular throw-away lines like, ‘Oh, I don’t 
think you’ll ever finish. I think you’ll die at university.’ … Little jocular things, which I 
suppose are a bit of a dig. 
 
[My parents tell me] they wonder if it’s a good idea that I’m doing it; that sort of thing.          
 
candidates, nevertheless, implicitly and explicitly expressed a warm appreciation that 
their parents were in the main, supportive, encouraging and proud (see also discussion 
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of Propositions 7 and 8, above) of the candidates’ efforts to gain a doctorate, for 
example: 
 
[My parents-in-law] kept on saying to both of us, ‘I don’t know why you’re studying ... . We 
can’t keep up with you two’, … but [they also said], ‘We’re very proud of you’ and … were at 
my graduation … They came down especially for the graduation … that was really, really nice 
of them. 
 
[When Mum expressed concern that my travelling overseas to conferences made things 
difficult for my partner] I said, ‘Yes, I know and I feel guilty, but that’s the job and that’s what 
I need to do.’ … [W]hen I put it that way [Mum seemed to accept it] ... I guess acceptance and 
support of me, no matter what I might choose to do, just because I’m their son is quite 
endearing ... it’s touching.  
 
[When Mum asked why I was still studying] …  I’d say, ‘But Mum, ‘This what I want to 
[do]’. Then she’d say, ‘Oh, okay’ … and that was it, ‘Oh, okay’ … All along she has been 
wonderfully supportive, looking after the kids etcetera, and proud.   
 
When I did [a] paper related to an aspect of my research, my Dad] wanted a copy of it … [H]e 
hasn’t given me any feedback or commented on it, but he wanted [a copy]. 
 
Evident in some candidates’ comments was that they were especially appreciative of 
their parents’ demonstrations of support given their parents’ limited experience of 
formal education (see also Propositions 10, Chapter 5 and 9, Chapter 7) and the nature 
of their paid work (see Proposition 10, Chapter 5) and consequential lack of 
understanding of what studying for a doctorate involves; for example, four noted: 
 
My father and mother left school in grade eight ... [after gaining a] Merit certificate ... [so they 
don’t understand my life as a student], but they know, ‘Gee, he’s doing a lot of studying. He’s 
working very hard that way’... and they are proud and they have told me that [and] … that felt 
good considering they don’t understand it. 
 
Mum stayed at primary school, as a ‘helper’, until she was 14, which was the age at which she 
you could legally leave … . She did paid domestic work and then worked in a factory before 
she married Dad. …   She has always said she wasn’t a good student and she was happy to 
leave when she did ... yet she always encouraged me as a student when I was young and is 
pleased for me for what I have achieved educationally … She is very, very removed from any 
form of tertiary study. A doctorate is completely incomprehensible ... She is actually very 
sweet about it and has recently said she is proud ... I think that might be because her friends 
and carers have told her that I must be clever if I’m studying for a PhD. She used to just say 
she couldn’t understand why I would want to do so much study.     
 
My Mum has had very little formal education and English is not her first language … I gave 
her a copy of my PhD and she [cried and] said, ‘Oh, I wish I could read it’ ... She was clearly 
very proud. 
 
You know, even though [my mother-in-law] doesn’t understand my life … I really appreciate 
her [because] she’s been there, even though she doesn’t understand my life. She’s a factory 
worker, or has been.    
 
Third, while symmetrical couples reported (i) owing to their preoccupation with their 
own progress, as with partners in asymmetrical relationships (see discussion of 
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Proposition 6, Chapter 7) they could lack patience with their partners’ study concerns, 
for example: 
    
 [There were] times when [she would be talking to me about her thesis and] I couldn’t have 
cared less … . [I’d be thinking], ‘I just want to lie down. I want to tell you about mine.’ 
 
In the initial stages, we were each very focussed on our own concerns with our studies, ... and  
I think, [on reflection], we both felt we were too selfish. 
 
and (ii) that studying concurrently meant they became competitive, particularly in a 
quest to advance more quickly than one another, for example: 
 
[T]here was [some competitiveness between us] because … I’d say, … ‘Oh, just because I’m 
… enrolled in a PhD, you’re enrolled in a PhD.’  … I think he became more determined to 
complete his PhD because I was doing well with mine. 
 
[W]e did compete. [We would compete over things like who would finish first, how quickly 
we were progressing and who had written the most number of pages and words] ... I didn’t 
ever count my words until he started saying to me, ‘Oh, I’ve got 50,000 words.’ So then I 
started counting them and I’d say, ‘Well, it’s quality not quantity.’ 
 
candidates in symmetrical relationships reported that they believed their shared 
experience of balancing career, study and family demands brought them closer 
emotionally (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, above) and that their inclination 
to compete had a constructive effect on their studies, for example: 
 
I think … basically [any competitive comments were] said ‘tongue in cheek’. Though, they 
probably spurred me on. … I think they spurred us both on. It worked so that we motivated 
each other … . 
 
The competition between us is sort of about proving that we can do it, not just to ourselves 
[but] … to each other as well. At the same time as we are competing, we are also helping each 
other too. We aren’t competitive in the way that we won’t share or help each other ... In a way 
we ‘showoff’ what we have learnt to each other and that helps both of us.  
 
Previous studies (Bergen & Bergen 1978; Brannock, Litten & Smith 2000; 
Scheinkman 1988) involving symmetrical couples also found that symmetry, rather 
than magnifying and escalating tensions tended to defuse them. The current 
investigation endorses Scheinkman’s speculative comment, noted previously (see 
Chapter 2), that ‘shared priorities, interests and life-styles’ (p. 355) meant couples 
were able to deal constructively the many pressures that accompany study at the 
doctoral level because ‘pressures in their lives tend to be comprehensible to one 
another, even binding them together’ (p. 355).  The notion that studying concurrently 
has the potential for enhancing a couple-relationship, was also acknowledged by one 
partner in an asymmetrical relationship who commented wistfully:  
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Had I been an academic and had I been studying … or researching in a similar field then … it 
would have been a beneficial and positive experience for both of us together, but because I’m 
operating in a different field, I can’t see any advantage … When I did my Master’s … I 
suppose I did have more of a connection with him. 
  
Fourth, with respect to the notion that the identification of rewards may contribute to a 
lessening of candidates’ perceptions of role strain, notwithstanding the many 
comments reported elsewhere throughout this Chapter regarding how they perceived 
both their roles as an academic and a doctoral student impacted negatively on their 
enactment of their family member role, several spoke about how they valued that 
these roles had presented them with opportunities to travel accompanied by family 
members, for example: 
 
My sister and I are close ... She came with me to [an interstate conference]. I was presenting 
… We had a lovely week  … that was really good.  
 
Recently, I went overseas on a conference and I took my daughter with me ... For us, as a 
family, travel has been very important in what we do. 
 
This year my partner and kids are coming overseas with me when I do my off-shore teaching 
jaunt. My partner is taking long-service leave, and my spare time will be with my family. 
 
A final theme worthy of consideration in relation to developing understandings of 
candidates’ experiences of reward is their attitude to their acquiring the title ‘doctor’ 
upon graduation. Of interest is that while in some instances family members indicated 
that they saw this as a reward for the candidates in that it will give public recognition 
to the candidates’ intellectual abilities and their application to their studies (see 
discussions of Propositions 7 and 8, Chapters 5, 6 and 7), none of the candidates made 
similar remarks. Indeed, only one commented on this facet of her studies in a remark 
that downplayed the idea that she saw it as an important issue. She reported: 
 
[The family] like the idea of the title better than I do ... I don’t know whether it’s seeing 
something justifying the hard work ... They’ve gone through a good education system where 
education was valued. 
 
To conclude the discussion of Proposition 11, although there is evidence that 
candidates did perceive some rewards associated with a small number of specific 
aspects of their role enactment and that being able to recognise these meant their 
experiences of role strain were somewhat reduced, when the comments noted here are 
considered along with those that highlight candidates’ reports of the difficulties they 
experienced in enacting their various roles, it is clear that the rewards described here 
did little to reduce their overall experiences of strain. As to the significance of the 
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rewards, described here and in the discussion of Propositions 7 and 8 though, it 
appears they may provide useful insight into why candidates persisted with their 
enrolment despite their many reservations. 
 
The idea of individuals separating their various serious role activities with the effect 
that they reduced role strain arising from incompatible roles is addressed by 
Proposition 12, which is, ‘The greater the compartmentalisation of roles, the weaker 
the relationship between role incompatibility and role strain’. Consideration will now 
be given to the applicability of this notion to the experiences of the candidates. The 
discussion of Proposition 6 above, revealed that in consequence of candidates 
perceiving (i) the demands on them in their acquired role of doctoral student to be so 
numerous and (ii) their lives in general to be so busy, many tried to integrate doctoral 
studies-related activities into their existing role activities, and further, that these 
efforts at integration had limited success. In response, candidates sought alternatively 
to segregate activities related to their various roles in ways that enabled them to focus 
solely on tasks related to a specific role for a bracket of uninterrupted time, for 
example: 
 
Work was for work, and the caravan was for PhD, and the house was for home. 
 
I’ve learnt this little trick … of compartmentalising my life, and when I’m at this work, I’m 
totally oblivious to family. And that works for me ... I don’t stress about the mountain of 
ironing or washing or whatever … It’s denial, I suppose, in a sophisticated form. … When I’m 
at work it’s totally work, and the family or whatever, never crosses my mind ’til I turn the key. 
 
[I] have deliberately kept work slash PhD on one side of the fence and home-life completely 
separate ... . I separate them so well … I don’t think [my family] realise what I’m doing 
[career or study-wise] as we all drive off into the sunrise every morning. 
 
I come home from work. Give the kids a bit of time. ‘How’s your day?’ ‘What a cute drawing, 
What is it?’ ‘Okay, let’s have a wrestle. Golly you are strong. Look at those muscles’ and then 
it’s out to the garage for an hour or so then back in for bedtime stories, prayers and a 
goodnight kiss. Then back out to the garage for as long as I can stay awake.  
 
While these comments reveal that candidates employed the strategy of 
compartmentalisation across their three major life roles over the course of a day, as 
noted in the summary of Proposition 6 above, candidates in a number of instances 
sought to completely compartmentalise their study activities to the extent of 
withdrawing from the family home for extended periods of time. Four candidates 
revealed: 
It’s a paradox I suppose … [When I’m home studying], I’m there to take [the children] to 
work and to drop them off and do this and do that, but at the same time there is part of that, 
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that I just say, ‘I can’t – I can’t do this; I’ve got to go somewhere [away from the daily 
routines of the family home] and finish this. 
 
For five months of the year we had our caravan at the caravan park  … and I would go down 
there on weekends and spend two or three days there and that would be a big stint of time ... 
There would be 48 or so uninterrupted hours on a week-end where I would get a lot of it done.  
 
I need to make the best use of the next six months … because it’s write up time. It’s going to 
be stressful because my head-space will need to be with my PhD, rather than with my family. 
… I know now that I will cut myself off – in the last six months - from the family. I will need 
to do that.  A friend has offered me the use of her beach-house; I’m seriously thinking about 
accepting her offer. 
 
It’s the penultimate stage now, so I’m going to have to focus on that ... and I’m deliberately 
removing myself from the workplace and to an extent removing myself from … the family 
situation more this, and next year, to finish. I physically remove myself and then come back 
again. 
 
These comments suggest that while integration of activities as described in the 
discussion of Proposition 6 (for example, ‘I can take anything, anywhere ... I can go 
[on a family] holiday … and back and I can read Foucault twice … [They] can … 
doss off down the beach and … I can be listening to my transcripts’; ‘[W]hile I was 
home studying, I’d leave my work for five minutes, go and do a load of washing, go 
and talk to the cat, do my banking’) and compartmentalisation over the course of a 
day, may have been useful for some study related activities, they were not so for more 
intellectually challenging tasks requiring deeper focus and contemplation, and when 
faced with more demanding tasks candidates engaged in more extreme forms of 
compartmentalisation by way of withdrawal from the family home in an effort to 
decrease the stress they experienced from role incompatibilities.  
 
Given candidates’ often stated dedication to their family member role, of interest here 
is whether this strategy then simultaneously created further angst for the interviewees. 
Close scrutiny of the study data, relevant to this point, reveals none of the candidates 
indicated that they were perturbed with their use of this approach as a solution to their 
dilemmas over role enactment. Indeed, it seems so extreme were their experiences of: 
(i) anxiety about their progress with their studies; (ii) concern that their studies were 
extending over many years; and, (iii) guilt over the effect of their studies on their 
enactment of their family member role on a daily basis and on their enactment of their 
academic role, many saw withdrawal from the family home as a resort that would 
enable them to progress more rapidly to completion, and once completed they could 
then reengage with those activities they most valued. Evident in the quotations above 
is that candidates who commented on withdrawal from the family home as a strategy 
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for resolving concerns over role incompatibilities, valued the opportunity to 
implement it (for example, ‘I’ve got to go somewhere [away from the daily routines 
of the family home]’; ‘There would be 48 or so uninterrupted hours on a week-end 
where I would get a lot of it done’; ‘I know … I will cut myself off - in this last six 
months - from the family. I will need to do that’; ‘I’m deliberately removing myself 
… more this, and next year, to finish’). This, it seems, was because it did relieve some 
of the pressures that were not resolved by other strategies. Four candidates made 
explicit comments indicating that they felt very comfortable with the strategy, when 
they noted:  
 
[T]hat was something that [my partner] and I had agreed on - that I needed the space and she 
wasn’t about to move out of the house so, I’ll move. I’ll move to the caravan. 
 
 [We are both studying and i]t’s been a thing that’s been quite normal - that we go away. 
 
I don’t know, what kind of effect it had on the family that I would go away and work on it for 
several days in a row. I wasn’t here. But I think it became normal. It became, ‘Oh, Dad’s away 
down there’ … [T]hey could ring me at anytime. It was only for three or four months. It 
wasn’t for the year. 
 
[I have spoken to my partner about my need to spend time away as I move into the final phase 
of my PhD], and she understands, but does she understand when it comes down to the crunch 
time? Then we will see how that comes out pragmatically ... But it’s coming to an end, so 
that’s what’s going to have to happen.   
 
To conclude this Chapter in which the focus has been on gaining insight into the 
candidates’ experiences of role strain as they attempt to balance the demands on them 
in their major life roles, overarching comments made by four of the participants about 
their experiences in relation to their doctoral studies will now be considered. 
Reminiscent of the previously cited comment, ‘Would we have enrolled if we had not 
been pushed? It’s hard to say – I doubt it. I really doubt it. I don’t think so. No.’ (see 
discussion of Proposition 1, above) were three additional spontaneous comments by 
others who also expressed strong reservations about their doctoral student status. For 
example, at the same time as commenting that she was within six months of 
completing her studies, one revealed: 
 
I’ve often said to [my supervisor], ‘You know, if I had my time over again, I don’t know 
whether I would do it’... If anybody asks me whether I’d do it again, I don’t know.  
while two others reported:   
 
I’ve always done [my studies] with the competing forces of building a career and raising a 
family, and it’s always been a tense experience. 
 
It has interfered with my life and my priorities.     
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These quotations are significant to this study because they not only convey each of the 
quoted candidate’s personal perceptions, they also capture succinctly the general 
mood that pervades each of the participants’ detailed accounts of their experiences. 
Further, they reveal that those interviewed for this investigation believed on balance 
that the benefits associated with their undertaking doctoral studies were insufficient to 
compensate for the numerous costs involved. They attest to candidates (i) 
experiencing considerable strains and stresses that they attribute directly to their 
doctoral student status and (ii) believing overall the quality of their lives has been 
compromised by the demands of their studies. While only one direct reference is 
made to family life in these quotations, the comments were made in the content of 
candidates (i) reflecting on the interplay between their experiences as academics, 
doctoral students and family members and (ii) their having declared their role as 
family member as their main priority in life. It is therefore reasonable to conclude 
that, as a group, the participants in this study believed the addition of the role of 
doctoral student to their existing role set had significant negative consequences for 
their enactment of their other major life roles, particularly that of family member, and 
that this was a source of considerable role strain to the candidates. This observation 
brings to mind Pearlin and Turner’s (1987 p. 147) assertion regarding major 
transitions within the nuclear family unit; they argue, ‘It is not the … transition by 
itself that determines whether it will be stressful but whether the transition is 
experienced as a gain or a loss.’. 
 
The findings reported in this and Chapters 5, 6 and 7 will be drawn together in 
Chapter 9 where an overview of the main findings is presented.  
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Chapter 9   Overview of main findings 
 
Introduction 
This overview of the investigation into the impact of (i) doctoral enrolment on family 
life, (ii) family life and career as an academic on doctoral enrolment and (iii) family 
life and doctoral enrolment on one’s career as an academic, is presented according to 
the three principal theoretical constructs that underpin Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) 
model of the antecedents of role strain within families. This approach has two 
advantages. First, it facilitates an appreciation of the complex interplay among the 
components of each construct by revealing how a single phenomenon with the 
potential to impact on familial relationships can be experienced (i) positively, 
negatively or neutrally by various family members and (ii) simultaneously in both 
positive and negative ways by one family member. Second, discussion of participants’ 
experiences across each category of family member identity at this point 
complements the previous four chapters, where the focus has been on gaining rich 
insight into the perceptions of each participant category as a disparate identity. Taking 
cognisance of areas of concord and difference among the various categories of family 
members in their descriptions of their experiences of family-focussed role strain 
provides insight into the impact of mid and late-career academics’ enrolment in a 
doctorate on family dynamics and family life.    
 
The chapter marks the final phase in the triangulated approach, based on the 
collection of data from different sources (Denzin 1989 p. 37), which has underpinned 
the design and conduct of the investigation. In crafting the chapter, the aim has been 
to complete the process of  ‘secur[ing] an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon 
in question’ (Denzin & Lincoln 2008 p. 7). From early in the data collection phase, 
the wisdom of Patton’s (1980) and Silverman’s (1985) caution that data triangulation 
rarely produces a single, coherent, consistent picture of the situation being studied, 
and the accuracy of Denzin and Lincoln’s (2008 p. 7) assertions, ‘Objective reality 
can never be captured. We know a thing only through its representations’, were 
clearly apparent. The challenge of synthesising participants’ unique and diverse 
accounts of their experiences to create a coherent, authentic analysis for this chapter 
was supported by a three-pronged approach whereby this overview: (i) is strongly 
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grounded in the data; (ii) systematically combines information gathered from the 
various ‘types of data’ (Denzin 1989 p. 237) 1 across two ‘levels of person analysis’, 
from three identified by Denzin (1989 p. 238), namely ‘the collective’ and ‘the 
interactive’2
 
; and, (iii) posits plausible, logical and consistent interpretations 
throughout to explain convergent, complementary and dissonant data. The use of 
these three strategies to give shape and content to the chapter complements that of 
collecting information from multiple data sources and ensures the study fulfils its 
potential to illuminate the experiences of the cohort and their families and make a 
contribution to knowledge in keeping with a constructivist epistemology (Perlesz & 
Lindsay 2003).  Their use is consistent with (i) Flick (2002 p. 229) urging social 
researchers to triangulate because it is a ‘strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity, 
richness, and depth to any inquiry’; (ii) Perlesz and Lindsay (2003 p. 26) arguing, 
‘[T]riangulation and the challenges it produces should be embraced by family 
researchers. Instead of fearing or discounting dissonant data, we propose that such 
outcomes provides fertile ground for analysis’; and, (iii) Stake (2008 p. 133) 
asserting, ‘The qualitative researcher is interested in diversity of perception, even in 
multiple realities within which people live. Triangulation helps to identify different 
realities’.  
Theoretical Construct I: Consensus, clarity and diversification in role 
expectations    Burr, Leigh et al.’s first theoretical construct facilitates investigation 
into families’ experiences of role strain in relation to three factors: consensus, clarity 
and diversification of role expectations. The study found candidates’ aged parents 
were not perturbed by issues arising from any of these. They were satisfied, regardless 
of the candidates’ student status, that candidates and/or other family members would 
respond to their requests for assistance, if needed. Further, they believed the decision 
to study or not, was the business of the candidates and the candidates’ immediate 
family, and as parents, their responsibility was to accept the decision and to be 
supportive. Regardless of the form or intensity of the assistance they provided, parents 
were happy with their level of involvement and felt free to make independent 
decisions about which activities they undertook.   
                                                 
1 Denzin identifies four basic types of triangulation. One is triangulation using various types of data 
including data gathered from different people. 
2 On this matter Denzin (1989 p. 238) writes, ‘Any one investigation can combine … levels and types 
of data; in fact, those studies commonly regarded as classic make these combinations.’   
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The study also found the effect on the children regarding these three factors was 
minimal. They experienced family life during candidature as close, nurturing, loving 
and affable. While minor family disputes occurred from time-to-time over issues such 
as chores, they accepted quarrelling as an inevitable part of family interaction that did 
not undermine the essential quality of relationships among family members. Outside 
the family, the children participated in various activities that ensured they associated 
regularly with others in a variety of settings. In consequence, they enjoyed developing 
a range of activity-specific and social skills. 
 
As to their parents’ decision to enrol, the children did not have strong opinions on the 
matter, regardless of whether or not candidates involved them in pre-enrolment 
discussions. Indeed, such was the children’s lack of interest, combined with the lapse 
in time since candidature began, many could not recall whether or not the candidate 
had talked to them about the possibility of enrolling. Those who were certain the 
candidate had not, readily accepted that the decision was made without consultation 
with them. Some children, however, experienced a small degree of strain in the initial 
phases of enrolment when required to accommodate candidates’ needs for, among 
other things: time, space, quiet and consideration. Once the children understood how 
they might support the candidates by modifying their behaviour, they happily 
responded to candidates’ expectations.  
 
Unlike candidates’ parents and children, consensus, clarity and diversification of role 
expectations issues contributed significantly to partners’ role strain. Partners agreed 
with parents and children that candidates’ main priority during candidature was the 
families’ well-being. However, most further believed their own needs were 
overshadowed by those of their children. Partners tacitly endorsed this stance in both 
principle and practice given their own commitment to their children’s quality of life 
and their appreciation that too little time was available for candidates to adequately 
meet all expectations on them. Notwithstanding this agreement, they were often 
frustrated with this aspect of family life. They specifically felt exasperated that they 
sacrificed their interests outside the family and aspects of their partner-relationship to 
accommodate others’ needs. The frustrations some partners felt were exacerbated 
when they had reservations about the rationale for candidates studying at this stage in 
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their professional and personal lives. Many supported the idea of enrolment only 
because it was linked to career security and/or advancement. Some were cynical about 
the notion that studying for a doctorate would necessarily improve the candidates’ 
performance as an academic, which in their view was already exemplary. 
Furthermore, in contrast to parents and children, who unanimously held no 
expectation they be involved in pre-enrolment discussions, most partners felt 
excluded from the process when candidates were making the decision to enrol. 
Without the opportunity to air their views on the matter, partners felt marginalised 
and disempowered from the outset.  
 
As to candidates’ expectations of indirect practical support for their studies from their 
partners, and partners’ preparedness to be supportive, while discussions between a 
couple about the allocation of tasks were often congenial, at times they were preceded 
by partners experiencing a range of emotions from mild disquiet to anger when they 
believed candidates were too demanding. For many partners, discussions aimed at 
clarifying expectations as a two-way phenomenon and placing boundaries on their 
activities were crucial for de-escalating rising tensions. The success of such 
discussions was limited, however, if a couple’s underlying values and beliefs were at 
odds. In such cases, rather than resolving strains, discussions intensified them.  
 
As to role diversification, parents and children were, mostly, able to accept or reject 
many other life role options, and further, could choose to undertake, or not, 
behaviours related to candidates’ enrolment. Partners, in contrast, found it was not 
easy to opt in and out of roles and activities. Societal expectations within the family, 
and the community, typically meant they had less flexibility in choosing to accept or 
reject significant roles and behaviours inextricably linked to them. When choice was 
possible, partners’ decisions to reject a role to minimise the extent of their role 
diversification, and hence role strain, often meant they and their families forfeited 
rewards associated with those roles, which potentially led to alternative strains. 
Hence, when partners could choose to minimise their role diversification, they 
typically weighed up options and tried to select courses of action they believed would 
be least stressful; to aim to avoid stress completely was unrealistic. 
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Consensus regarding the decision to enrol was a phenomenon that impinged on 
candidates’ relationships with the academy as well as their families. The majority of 
candidates in this study enrolled primarily in response to changes in institutional staff-
credential requirements, rather than from an intrinsic interest in research. While they 
accepted holding a doctorate might create valuable opportunities, they nevertheless, as 
did partners, had reservations about enrolling on professional and personal grounds. 
Such were institutional pressures, however, candidates felt compelled to enrol. In 
consequence, they typically did not discuss enrolment as an option with family, but 
rather presented it as a fait accompli. In doing so they acted out their feeling 
disempowered to make a decision in consultation with their families, on whom the 
decision to enrol would also have considerable impact. Only those whose enrolment 
would involve financial disadvantage for the family and those in symmetrical 
relationships had detailed pre-enrolment discussions aimed at determining other 
family members’ views. Despite the lack of consultation and awareness their studies 
had a significant impact on the amount of time they spent alone with their partners, in 
keeping with their general view that their nuclear families were close, loving and 
caring, candidates interpreted non-verbal family communications in ways that meant 
they were confident they had strong family support to enrol.   
 
Candidates were anxious their nuclear family understood that, despite the many 
demands on them, the family remained their priority during candidature. They 
successfully conveyed this to their parents, children and partners. However, they were 
mindful that because they needed space in their busy lives for study, time available 
for family was compromised. To deal with the strains arising from this, they regularly 
monitored and adjusted their focus across their commitments to ensure their parents 
and children were not neglected. Candidates, however, failed to monitor and respond 
in the same way in their couple-relationship. This revelation is consistent with 
partners’ expressions of disquiet over their needs being overshadowed by the 
pressures faced by candidates within and outside the family. As with partners, for 
candidates the neglect of their couple-relationship was lamented but accepted as an 
inevitable outcome of enrolment. Unlike partners, candidates’ sense of frustration 
with this situation, however, was not evident. A plausible explanation for this is that 
candidates were mindful of their dependency on partners’ support in meeting the 
many demands on them, which left them feeling time poor, over-committed and 
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depleted of energy, and were unable to conceptualise how they could resolve the 
conflicts they faced in this regard. 
With respect to role diversification and strain, as did parents with consistency and 
children as a need arose, candidates acted decisively to pare down the number of their 
role settings in an effort to minimise demands on them. Most, during enrolment, 
focussed predominately on being a student, family member and academic. In many 
instances, achieving this focus necessitated withdrawal from a variety of other roles 
and/or activities that previously gave balance to their lives. Indeed, there were some 
who felt so overwhelmed by the day-to-day demands of academic work and so 
concerned about their ability to simultaneously meet their responsibilities in their 
three roles, they chose to formally suspend or decrease their activities as academics 
while studying. That these candidates felt compelled to focus on the irreducible two 
roles of family member and student during candidature despite considerable financial 
losses underscores that role diversification was a significant issue confronting 
candidates. While parents and children clearly benefited from being able to manage 
their personal role diversification so they felt minimal associated strains, for 
candidates the strategy had only limited impact because the burdens associated with 
their remaining two or three roles were unavoidably considerable. Further, as with 
partners, candidates’ strategic choice in this regard involved trade-offs where medium 
and long-term costs and benefits were juggled precariously with uncertain outcomes. 
Like their partners, candidates too weighed up options and selected courses of action 
they believed to be the least stressful because to aim to avoid stress completely was 
not feasible. 
 
Theoretical Construct II: Activity and rewards    Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) second 
construct shifts the focus to consideration of how activity and reward interact to affect 
families’ experiences of role strain. Most parents did not take on additional significant 
activities because of candidates’ enrolment. Their reasons were (i) they had not been 
asked to help; (ii) in their opinion, their help was not needed because either candidates 
were extremely well organised or because partners were so helpful; (iii) they were 
concerned to do so would be intrusive; and, (vi) they lacked ideas on how they might 
assist. Typically, these parents felt their non-involvement was appropriate; hence, 
they did not experience tensions from feeling excluded. In contrast were a small 
number of parents who provided generous assistance with domestic tasks because 
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they wanted to alleviate pressures they suspected candidates and partners might be 
feeling. Those parents who assisted did not find these activities onerous; indeed, they 
enjoyed having regular, close contact with, and providing practical support to their 
families. The pleasure these parents derived from such activities was reflected in their 
tendency to diminish the importance of their contribution.  
 
As to parents receiving support from family, it was unusual for parents to portray 
themselves as requiring assistance with activities usually associated with independent 
living. Many took pride in being self-sufficient and considerate of candidates’ busy 
schedules by not requesting help. Although the study did not explore in detail 
differences in candidates’ experiences based on gender, for some parents this did 
affect the extent and nature of support they expected. Regardless of candidates’ 
gender, all parents expected to, and did, see candidates either often or periodically, 
depending on parents’ living arrangements. Parents looked forward to and enjoyed 
time together. Mostly, however, owing to their decreased confidence in driving, 
and/or using public transport, they relied on candidates to ensure face-to-face contact 
occurred. While parents in this position were frustrated with their decreased mobility, 
they did not find their situation particularly stressful because candidates and/or their 
partners reliably maintained contact at a level that met parents’ expectations.  
 
Invariably, parents enjoyed their acquired status of parent of a candidate. They 
believed enrolment in a doctorate indicated candidates’ positive attributes, and hence 
were proud. Several were pleased because they believed candidates were fulfilled and 
happy in their student role and were going to benefit career-wise from studying. 
Parents also vicariously enjoyed having access, by association, to the various symbols 
of study at an elite level. The area of greatest reward for parents, however, was they 
believed candidates maintained a balance between their study commitments and 
family responsibilities.  
 
While there were variations across families, children were more likely than parents to 
become involved in activities as a direct consequence of enrolment because of 
candidates’ needs for active and passive support from those sharing the family home. 
The degree of individual children’s involvement in various activities was typically 
determined by their age and family culture and most were undertaken intermittently. 
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A small number of them found carrying out some activities could be irritating; 
however, mostly they felt either neutral or positive about their involvement. Two 
factors were important in influencing their general acceptance of the activities they 
undertook. First, they did not feel candidates made inappropriate demands on them, 
and second, they viewed having parents who were students as ‘normal’ because it was 
not a new phenomenon in their lives. Further, as indicated above, children enjoyed 
high-level parental involvement across numerous child-centred activities within and 
outside the home. Some children reported, however, there were times when 
candidates were unavailable because of their studies. In these instances non-candidate 
parents would step in to ensure continuity of support. Without disruption to their 
activities, the children accepted candidates’ lack of availability and understood that at 
times studies had to take precedence.  
 
While children as a group initially struggled to name, and then were less effusive than 
parents when describing, the rewards for them of having a parent who was a doctoral 
student, they, nevertheless, also identified a small number of benefits. As did parents, 
children felt confident candidates were enjoying aspects of their studies and would 
benefit career-wise from having a doctorate. Some were enthusiastic too about the 
prospect of the pending title of ‘doctor’; others, also in keeping with some aged 
parents, were more tentative because they were unfamiliar with its use in academia. 
Also in keeping with parents’ comments, was that some children were quick to point 
out changes to the candidates’ title would not affect candidates’ behaviour or child-
parent relationships, which they currently enjoyed. A point of difference between 
parents and children was, unlike parents, children in general did not feel especially 
‘proud’ of candidates’ doctoral student status. For children it was a matter of, if this 
was what candidates wanted to do, it was fine by them. This nonchalant attitude was 
an outcome of their tendency to not analyse how elite level study reflected on the 
character of candidates, something the parents and partners did do.  
 
In contrast to the experiences of parents and children, a large majority of partners felt 
significant strain because (i) the amount of activity they undertook to support 
candidates indirectly and directly was considerable and (ii) the rewards for them were 
mostly obscure. Much of the indirect support they provided involved partners 
spending time alone on activities, which it would typically be expected a couple 
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would share, in an effort to protect candidates’ study time. Partners, whilst 
acknowledging candidates were active and involved parents, felt they, irrespective of 
gender, carried more of the load as a parent and homemaker. For some, being a 
responsible co-parent of a child who had a parent who was often ‘absent’ because of 
study commitments involved attending to their children’s emotional, as well as, 
physical, social and intellectual needs. While it was possible for partners to especially 
value opportunities to be primary carer of, and therefore develop a special bond with 
their children, partners were more likely to focus on the inequitable distribution of 
day-to-day parenting-related work and the concomitant pressures. In addition, 
contrary to most parents’ accounts of their levels of independence, many partners also 
devoted time and physical and emotional energy to meeting the welfare needs of 
parents and parents-in-law. For many, this meant significant demands and was a 
source of strain given partners’ own multiple commitments. A small minority of 
partners provided further indirect support for candidates’ studies by assisting with 
tasks linked to candidates’ role as an academic. Providing such support typically 
encroached on the recreation time of partners and could frustrate and cause 
resentment for those who assisted in this way.  
 
Many partners also provided direct assistance with candidates’ studies. While 
partners’ views on acting as critical friends varied, with some refusing to be involved, 
all who did, at times, found doing so could be stressful or even arduous. Strains arose 
in some instances because candidates requested partners’ input when partners were 
tired and in need of respite, and in others because partners were mindful candidates 
could be sensitive to negative feedback. Related to this final point, candidates 
frequently turned to partners to provide moral support when feeling despondent about 
their progress. While partners accepted that being there for candidates during difficult 
times was important in a committed couple-relationship, such discussions could be 
stressful because they frequently raised the ire of partners towards the university with 
its revised credentials’ policies and ways of operating. Indeed, partners were more 
likely to defend and side with candidates and criticise the university system when 
candidates were struggling than to blame candidates for lack of effort or ability. 
  
The strains partners felt while supporting candidates’ studies were often compounded 
because: (i) partners had few options for delegating tasks to others when they felt they 
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were not coping; (ii) they may simultaneously be dealing with the demands of their 
own workplaces; (iii) they frequently sacrificed their recreational activities; and, (iv) 
invariably candidature extended beyond the initially anticipated completion date. For 
some, feelings of being overburdened were intermittent; for others they were ever-
present. The stress experienced by partners manifested in a number of ways including: 
verbal outbursts; physical symptoms, such as chronic tiredness; and, persistent 
feelings of anxiety, frustration and resentment. Yet, despite their misgivings about the 
extent to which candidates’ enrolment generated a burdensome amount of work for 
them, partners overall were resigned to their situation. This acceptance was based on 
the interplay between a number of factors including: (i) partners’ beliefs that couple-
relationships inevitably involve sacrifice and compromise; (ii) their being empathic to 
the candidates’ situation and the many substantial demands they faced; (iii) their 
belief that candidates were making sincere efforts to meet all of their role obligations; 
and, (iv) their anticipating that pressures they were enduring would prevail for a 
limited time; eventually candidates would complete their studies then they, as 
partners, would be able to achieve a more reasonable work/life balance. 
 
As to rewards, many partners were initially sceptical when it was suggested they 
might benefit in some way from candidates’ enrolment during candidature. Some, 
because of pressures on them, forcefully and cynically rejected the idea. This 
contrasted with the general response of children, who when first asked about benefits 
to them, showed surprise, but without hostility. Nevertheless, with prompting, some 
partners were able, as were the children, to describe rewards. As to direct rewards, 
although partners could be disgruntled about the amount of time and effort invested in 
supporting candidates’ studies, some also paradoxically liked being involved in a joint 
venture. Partners who (i) had a general or professional interest in doctoral studies, (ii) 
already had a doctorate, (iii) were concurrently enrolled or (iv) aspired to study for a 
doctorate, were those most likely to be rewarded in this way. In keeping with this 
finding, partners could feel hurt, excluded and devalued if candidates did not discuss 
the thesis with them. There were four indirect rewards for partners, all of which 
overlapped with those described by parents. As with parents, partners: (i) were 
impressed by, and proud of, the way candidates responded to the challenges of being a 
student; (ii) thought candidates were providing children with positive role models; 
(iii) admired candidates’ efforts to not only meet expectations on them as students, but 
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to also be effective parents and academics; and, (iv) liked that, after graduating, 
candidates would have the title ‘doctor’ as a public testament to their achievements, 
although candidates, in general, claimed not place much emphasis on this as a reward 
for themselves. Contrary to what some parents thought, however, none of the partners 
believed their own community status was enhanced by their relationship to a doctoral 
student, which was a perspective shared by the children. 
    
All candidates, regardless of the (i) university employing them; (ii) discipline in 
which they worked; (iii) ages of their children; (iv) size of their families; (v) 
discipline in which they were studying; and, (vi) form of their doctoral degree, felt the 
amount of activity they were involved in across their major life roles was both 
significant and stressful. That various role demands continually competed for their 
limited time, energy and effort and that rewards were usually not clearly defined and 
often meant trade-offs, contributed to candidates feeling constantly under pressure. 
When speaking about various role obligations, the amount of detail provided by 
candidates differed markedly. Candidates’ abilities or inclination to provide detail, or 
not, revealed much about (i) causes of strain; (ii) their experiences of it; (iii) how they 
attempted to manage it; (iv) the effects of it on their behaviour; and, (v) in particular, 
the effects on family dynamics and family members’ experiences of family life during 
candidature.  
 
As academics, their commitments were stressful because they were (i) numerous; (ii) 
diverse; (iii) typically required higher order conceptual, organisational and 
interpersonal skills; and, (iv) unless candidates were vigilant, tasks related to being an 
academic quickly eroded both family and study-designated time. Candidates 
attempted to diminish strains associated with being academics by various means. Such 
strategies, devised to shift workloads to colleagues, however, were usually fraught, 
and candidates found, in reality, it was difficult to secure useful reductions in overall 
career-related activities. Despite their love of teaching, to meet expectations they 
demonstrate reasonable, consistent progress with their doctorates, they felt compelled 
to curtail time and effort previously devoted to their students. The processes of 
working through necessary mind-shifts, and then acting on decisions to put in less 
effort, created significant psychological burdens and were usually a last resort when 
other tactics had failed. Among the tactics with which candidates had little success 
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were attempts to integrate study activities into existing, pre-enrolment role activities 
at work and home. Those who attempted integration found the strategy was not easy 
to implement or sustain. All candidates, regardless of (i) their work time-fraction and 
(ii) whether or not they were given a time allowance for their studies, were affected 
by thwarted efforts at integration. The consequences were that candidates experienced 
on-going frustration and stress over their studies’ slow progress. 
 
While candidates enthusiastically articulated interest in being proactive in both 
philosophical and practical aspects of parenting, they found fulfilling expectations 
related to routine activities could be stressful given they were simultaneously striving 
to also meet the demands of their academic and student roles. The ever-present feeling 
of being ‘time poor’ meant candidates regularly felt pressured when enacting the 
parenting role. In marked contrast to the significant amount of time and attention 
spent reflecting on how they should behave as parents and then interacting with their 
children accordingly, candidates spent little time thinking through what were their 
responsibilities in their couple-relationship or identifying partners’ needs and then 
acting to sustain and nurture their most intimate, personal association. Probable 
reasons for candidates’ neglect of couple issues were (i) they were so preoccupied 
with other concerns, they overlooked the need to address life-partner relationship 
responsibilities and/or (ii) at a subconscious level, they avoided analysis of partner 
issues because they feared they would be unable to respond to their partners’ needs 
because other preoccupations depleted their time and energy. By avoiding analysis of 
their couple-relationship, candidates avoided the stress of confronting their 
shortcomings in this regard. It appears the phenomena, as previously revealed, of (i) 
couples spending little time together exclusively as a couple and (ii) partners’ 
complicity in their needs being consistently subsumed by a myriad of other concerns, 
were both a manifestation of, and a pattern of behaviour that contributed to, 
candidates giving little attention to their couple-relationship during candidature.   
 
In concert with this lack of consideration of partners’ needs, while candidates and 
partners typically shared domestic responsibilities, in keeping with partners’ accounts, 
most candidates acknowledged shying way from making an equal contribution to 
domestic tasks. This inequitable distribution of activities in the home occurred 
because it was partners on whom candidates were most dependent for support in 
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creating time for studies, which were pursued mostly outside work hours. Candidates 
reported while partners initially willingly contributed more to running the home, over 
time their inclination to do so diminished. This is consistent with partners and 
candidates reporting that candidature was protracted and partners were impatient for 
completion. 
  
The propensity for candidates to delegate domestic activities most often to partners 
usually occurred in parallel with other options proving untenable. Typically, 
candidates and partners agreed it was not appropriate to expect more than token 
contributions from their children. Most candidates and partners found the costs of 
employing someone to assist with housekeeping prohibitive, especially when 
enrolment coincided with (i) a reduction in household income and/or (ii) escalating 
costs associated with educating and raising children. In keeping with accounts of 
parents, children and partners, only a small number of candidates reported parents or 
parents-in-law regularly assisted around the home. For most, parents’ state of health 
meant their involvement was not an option. Indeed, in many cases candidates, 
children and partners reported senior family members received considerable, rather 
than provided, intra-family support. In response to difficulties associated with 
delegating domestic tasks, many candidates resorted to reassessing their expectations 
and accepting the idea of lowered standards previously set for housekeeping. Several 
found, however, the reality of living day-to-day with messier and less well-organised 
homes also caused strain.  
 
In the small number of cases where parents were involved in domestic tasks, 
candidates and partners were effusive in expressing appreciation. While, as noted 
above, parents who assisted modestly understated their contribution, candidates and 
partners were adamant that their parents played a substantial part in running the home 
and were pivotal to their families’ sense of cohesion and well-being. In addition, 
candidates’ children who lived in households supported by their grandparents, 
enjoyed the regular cross-generation interaction.    
 
While candidates were deeply grateful to all assisting in the home, they were 
inconsistent in expressing appreciation directly to those providing it. They typically 
did so with parents and children, but not with partners. Several possible explanations 
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for this discrepancy emerged. First, candidates used overt expressions of appreciation 
to generate positive interactions with parents and children.  In contrast, they believed 
expressing appreciation openly to partners was unnecessary. This was because (i) in 
keeping with their tendency to assume partners supported their studies in general, they 
were confident partners understood they were appreciative and/or (ii) they viewed 
partners’ contributions as fair, given the pressures they were under. While candidates’ 
expressions of gratitude were well received by parents and children, the lack of such 
expressions to partners often left partners feeling they were taken for granted. No 
partners reported (i) being sure their efforts were appreciated or (ii) feeling 
candidates’ heavy reliance on them was fair, although they accepted it was necessary.   
 
As to their role of family member with responsibilities to aged parents and parents-in-
law, most candidates described this cross-generation relationship as significant. They, 
like their partners, felt responsible for providing regular support to parents as their 
mobility, health and confidence declined. On account of pressures over their studies, 
however, candidates typically limited, or tried to limit, the time spent providing this 
support. The involvement of other family members, particularly candidates’ partners, 
was important in enabling candidates to place boundaries on their activities in this 
regard. As was the case with their children, despite the candidates’ commitment to 
their aged parents’ well-being, candidates felt stress in a number of ways in this 
relationship. Their stress was attributable to a complex interplay between a number of 
factors that were often contradictory including the candidates feeling (i) guilty that 
because of their studies they were not providing their parents with an appropriate 
amount of time and attention given their levels of need and (ii) frustrated that the time 
and effort spent attending to their parents’ needs encroached on their study time. 
 
In their student role, while candidates saw studying for a doctorate in general as a 
stand-alone enterprise as an enormous undertaking, they were unsure about the 
academy’s expectations and lacked confidence in articulating the nature of doctoral 
activities. This uncertainty, which could persist throughout candidature and beyond, 
combined with their feeling there was insufficient time to devote to studies and thus 
the quality of their experience was compromised, meant candidates felt considerable 
strain in their student role. Anxiety over these issues was compounded because it 
affected how they behaved not only as a student but also in their academic and family 
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member roles. Often, when reflecting on the spill-over effects, as discussed above, 
candidates were disappointed in themselves but were bereft of ideas for alternative 
ways of addressing (i) issues confronting them and (ii) their persistent feelings of 
strain.  
 
Although a doctoral degree is lauded as an independent pursuit, as with other roles, 
several candidates, in keeping with claims by their parents, children and partners, 
reported seeking direct support from their families with aspects of their studies. When 
family assisted, their involvement was greatly appreciated. However, candidates could 
feel hurt and resentful if family, especially partners, were disinterested. Some 
candidates’ inclination to involve partners in academic discussions about their studies 
was a consequence of their having little contact with other doctoral students. Without 
such interaction, candidates felt isolated and therefore turned to partners for support in 
the student role, regardless of partners’ aptitude for acting as advisers.  
 
As to candidates seeing benefits in enrolment for themselves in their roles as: an 
academic, family member, and doctoral student, and the extent to which rewards 
mitigated strains in each role, whilst candidates identified positive outcomes for all 
three roles, these were minimal in the wider context of their lives and were not 
effective in significantly diminishing feelings of overburden and pressure. As an 
academic, given the contemporary higher education environment, all readily 
identified job security and improved professional standing as potential career benefits, 
but only a few believed being students had positive effects on their day-to-day work 
as academics during candidature. For the majority, study was an activity done in 
parallel to, but was disconnected from, their preferred career focus of undergraduate 
teaching.  
 
The degree and nature of reward they experienced as family members while their 
studies were in progress varied considerably across the three family member sub-
identities investigated. They experienced most rewards as a parent. Their parents, 
children and partners agreed that for candidates, as parents, there were some 
important indirect benefits associated with enrolment. Regarding the shared 
perception that enrolment positively influenced children’s attitudes to education, of 
interest is this occurred despite candidates’ personal struggles with their studies 
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because it attests to their success in protecting their children from possible negative 
effects of their complaining about aspects of their studies. Related to candidates’ 
frequently expressed deep commitment to the welfare of their children, rewards 
associated with their being parents were among the most significant in alleviating 
some of the overall strains candidates experienced across their three major roles. 
 
With respect to rewards associated with candidates’ family member sub-identity of a 
partner, it was here that the asymmetrical or symmetrical status of a couple’s 
relationship showed the most marked differences. Those candidates in asymmetrical 
relationships either identified no unique rewards for themselves in their role as a 
partner or made only brief comments regarding their appreciation of partners’ support 
for their study-related activities, which they saw as evidence of partners’ caring about 
their well-being. As a group, in contrast, candidates in symmetrical relationships 
believed their relationship with their partners was enhanced because they shared the 
experience of doctoral study. For these candidates the rewards came from having a 
close, interested confidante with whom they could share details of their experiences 
and who understood the rewards and tribulations of doctoral studies from personal 
experience. Hence, for symmetrical couples, the rewards perceived for themselves as 
a partner, to some degree, lessened their stress. In general, this was not the case for 
those in asymmetrical relationships.   
 
One area of reward candidates experienced differently in their various family member 
sub-identities was the reward that came from perceiving others felt proud of their 
doctoral student status. They felt this most in relation to their parents, whom they 
were confident were proud on their account. In contrast, candidates were tentative 
about claiming this for their children and even more reserved about saying partners 
were proud. This is in marked contrast to what partners reported. Indeed, as noted 
above, as did parents, partners admired candidates’ efforts and achievements as 
students. This discrepancy is significant because it (i) is reminiscent of candidates’ 
neglecting to tell partners they appreciated their support and (ii) suggests partners, as 
well as candidates, neglected to nurture their relationship through affectionate 
conversation in which they expressed appreciation and admiration of each other. This 
neglect possibly occurred because candidates’ heavy commitments eroded the time 
spent together alone as a couple. 
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Whilst rewards candidates felt from enacting the doctoral student role as a stand-alone 
identity during candidacy was not something they made extensive comments about, as 
a group they nevertheless identified some enjoyable aspects. They felt it had 
contributed positively to aspects of their personal and intellectual development. Most, 
despite instances of minor tensions, enjoyed their relationship with their supervisors 
because they (i) benefited from their intellectual guidance and (ii) appreciated their 
personal qualities. In particular, they appreciated supervisors being understanding 
when family commitments impinged on study time and their progress stalled. Finally, 
while most candidates participating in the study did not interact regularly with other 
students, a small number indicated, when they did, they enjoyed doing so. 
 
When considered in concert, all data relevant to Theoretical Construct II with its focus 
on activity and reward, reveal the rewards candidates felt did little to diminish the 
strains that came with adding the doctoral student role to their activities at a time in 
life when they were already heavily committed to career and family responsibilities. 
 
Theoretical Construct III: Role incompatibility    Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) final 
construct provides for reflection on how family members’ sense of incompatibility 
between and among various serious life roles can affect their experiences of role 
strain. As to whether candidates’ parents were concerned enrolment affected other 
family negatively or created discord between family members, first, they believed 
their grandchildren were in no way disadvantaged. As did the children, many 
emphasised their grandchildren had grown up with parents studying, and thus, saw 
life with parents who were students as ‘normal’. Further, they thought their 
grandchildren benefited from (i) positive role models and (ii) the expectations on 
them. In addition, parents were confident their grandchildren enjoyed a rich family 
life with strong support for sporting interests, social life and holiday activities. Hence, 
they experienced no feelings of incompatibility from being simultaneously the parent 
of a candidate and the grandparent of a candidate’s children.  
 
Some parents thought study was regarded as a normal and/or accepted aspect of 
family life by partners also, and implied because partners were ‘use to it’, it did not 
create significant difficulties for them or put strains on couples’ relationships. Parents 
most likely to identify positive effects on partners and/or couples’ relationships were 
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those in families with symmetrical couples. While some parents speculated 
candidates’ student status might bring pressures into the lives of candidates’ partners 
and perhaps put strains on relationships, several maintained if candidature had created 
difficulties, they were not privy to that being the case. Overwhelmingly, whether or 
not parents were cognisant of possible pressure on partners and/or tensions in couples’ 
relationships, they were confident the overall effect was positive and thus did not 
experience feelings of incompatibility between being both the parent/parent-in-law of 
a candidate and the parent-in-law/parent of the partner of a candidate. 
 
As to parents’ reactions to candidates spending extended periods away from the 
family home to concentrate on their studies, parents endorsed this. They accepted 
candidates needed uninterrupted time and acknowledged trying to study in the family 
home must be difficult. Parents’ approval was typically linked to their observing 
candidates continued to be involved in family-oriented activities despite their 
absences. Whilst in other circumstances, parents might interpret an individual wanting 
to withdraw from the family as symptomatic of a couple-relationship in crisis or the 
breakdown of a family, none expressed concern that candidates spending time away 
to focus on their study threatened the candidates’ nuclear family status as a well-
functioning unit. As with their individual family member sub-identities, therefore, 
parents did not feel strain arising from incompatibilities between being the parent of a 
candidate and a senior-generation member of a family group.     
 
Three related themes raised by parents had potential to create role strain owing to 
incompatibilities. These were their: lack of formal education, fields of employment 
and lack of insight into what studying for a doctorate entails. However, their 
awareness of disparities between their life experiences and those of the candidates did 
not create difficulties for them, partly because they experienced rewards, as described 
above, from the candidates’ enrolment and partly because of their mindset. They 
viewed the gap between their and the candidates’ experiences as simply an interesting 
phenomenon. Rather than feeling threatened, for them, the disparities provided strong 
testament to candidates’ independence in professional and academic achievements, of 
which the parents were proud. Parents dealt with these incompatibilities in various 
ways. While some avoided discussing candidates’ studies, others, although feeling 
quite ‘lost’ during conversations, still enjoyed, and indeed, initiated such 
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conversations because they believed by showing interest, candidates would feel 
encouraged and as parents, they wanted to be supportive.   
 
In addition, parents were open minded about the general idea of women and men, in 
their middle years with significant work and family responsibilities, studying for 
doctorates. This was despite parents having had life experiences suggesting they may 
not have been tolerant of the notion. The strong emotional bond parents felt with their 
offspring meant they endorsed candidates’ study activities and were pleased for them 
having opportunities beyond those they had themselves. Finally, in keeping with the 
children’s thinking, several parents spontaneously reported candidates did not change 
on becoming doctoral students and that they believed, after graduation, the parent-
candidate relationship would not suffer on account of the candidates’ high level of 
academic qualification. When all is considered, it is clear the value parents ascribed to 
rewards they identified and their accepting attitudes to key issues outweighed any 
stress or role strain that may have arisen from role incompatibilities.  
 
Several factors emerged as having the potential to result in children feeling that being 
the child of a candidate was incompatible with other aspects of their lives. However, 
they felt either no, or only minimal, concerns over any of these. Several reported 
observing changes in the demeanour and/or behaviour of candidates when in deep 
concentration. Most, however, were unfazed by indications candidates, although 
physically present, had mentally withdrawn temporarily from the family. Similarly, 
most were blasé about simultaneous demands on space and equipment in the home. 
Third, while most reported candidates, at times, struggled with aspects of being a 
student, in the wider scheme of things, the children were confident candidates were 
resilient to pressures and felt assured there was no reason for serious concern. 
 
Overall, children felt their parents’ enrolment had little effect on their grandparents 
because candidates were in regular contact and either routinely did things for them or 
were available to respond to requests. Where their grandparents helped with domestic 
tasks, children felt they provided assistance with a loving and generous spirit and 
were not resentful of, or burdened by, their contribution. Further, the children 
believed their grandparents were proud of the candidates’ enrolment because of the 
high status of a doctorate, despite their grandparents’ limited understanding of 
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doctoral study. As to the effects of enrolment on their siblings, most were unaware if 
it had any impact. In consequence, children experienced no tensions from being 
simultaneously the (i) grandchild of a doctoral candidate’s parents; (ii) sibling of a 
doctoral candidate’s child, and (iii) child of a doctoral candidate.  
 
As to children’s perceptions of effects on their non-student parent of their student 
parent doing a doctorate, several, in the same way as they said they were unaware of 
consequences for their siblings, claimed to not know if their non-student parent was 
affected. A number confidently said there was no, or very little, impact. Others 
identified ways in which non-student parents were affected, including observing non-
student parents did most household chores and spent time alone when candidates were 
studying. Typically, in households with one parent studying and the other not, 
children did not think enrolment put significant strains on their parents’ relationship.  
In households where both parents were studying, the children were positive when 
describing the effects on couples’ relationships. The children believed their parents 
developed closer bonds because of the shared experience, which resonates with what 
candidates’ parents and symmetrical couples, themselves, reported. 
 
While issues associated with candidates’ enrolment were identified as potential 
sources of role strain for children because of incompatibilities, in general this was not 
the case. In many instances, they perceived no tensions arising from their parents’ 
student status. In those where they acknowledged some strains did exist, they were 
also careful to downplay the significance of these in moulding their attitudes to family 
life. A key to understanding their (i) very positive attitude to the quality of their lives 
and (ii) believing enrolment impacted only minimally on them, was their strong sense 
that family matters would always take precedence over other facets of their parents’ 
lives. The perception of parents being steadfastly committed to family is important 
because it suggests strongly that candidates’ general demeanour, attitudes and 
behaviours addressed the children’s emotional needs and imbued them with a sense of 
being respected and valued. Children’s overall confidence in their prime position in 
the candidates’ priorities meant they were comfortable with their parents’ student 
status and accepted candidates needed to devote significant time and effort to study 
and work as an academic. 
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A final factor contributing to children believing their parents’ studies had only minor 
consequences for them personally was that their main preoccupations in life were 
focused on issues and roles not associated with being the child of a candidate. For all 
children, regardless of age and living circumstances, it appears their strong sense of 
the importance of family membership and family life, was complemented by a 
commitment to notions of individual identity and autonomy. Such notions were also a 
primary impetus for children perceiving themselves to be distant from activities 
candidates undertook which were not focussed on the family. Without exception, the 
children indicated being the child of a candidate was something they did not regard as 
central to their major activities and concerns. 
 
Candidates’ partners had a range of roles and sub-identities within, and outside the 
family, with potential to be seen by them as incompatible with being the partner of a 
doctoral student. As to being simultaneously a candidate’s partner and the co-parent 
of children, partners believed enrolment did not have significant adverse effects on 
the quality of the children’s lives. This is in keeping with sentiments expressed by 
candidates’ parents and children, and, as discussed above, partners reporting 
candidates gave priority to the welfare of family, and in particular that of the children. 
In addition, some partners named specific benefits. Again, as did parents and children, 
partners believed candidates provided a positive role model for children developing 
attitudes to their own education. Some also felt candidates’ enrolment had affected 
their and/or the candidates’ approach to parenting in positive ways because (i) it 
stimulated them to think more about parenting issues and (ii) they acquired skills to 
research possible solutions to situations which arose with their children. When all is 
considered, partners did not experience major conflicts which could have resulted in 
role strain from thinking their children had been disadvantaged by candidature. 
However, not to be overlooked is that partners made enormous contributions to the 
quality of the children’s lives by attending to their requirements in the candidates’ 
stead to ensure children’s needs were met when candidates were otherwise occupied. 
As indicated, this aspect of their personal role accumulation, in several instances, was 
indeed a source of strain for partners. 
 
Regarding partners being simultaneously the (i) son/son-in-law or daughter/daughter-
in-law of aged parents and (ii) partner of a candidate, they believed, as did parents and 
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children, parents mostly were unaffected negatively by enrolment. Partners were 
confident of this because (i) they and other adult family were actively involved in 
providing them with substantial support and (ii) despite their busyness, in general, 
candidates contributed, in varying degrees, to their support. In addition, echoing 
comments by parents and children, several partners reported parents/parents-in-law, 
although unable to fully appreciate what study for a doctorate involves, were 
nevertheless proud of candidates. A small number of partners, however, spoke of 
specific concerns they had for candidates as they attempted to meet competing 
demands on their time arising from parents’ needs. Their empathic stance meant these 
partners in turn experienced strain on account of their caring and concern for 
candidates’ welfare. Indeed, in some cases, as discussed above, such were partners’ 
levels of concern for the welfare of both candidates and their parents, partners 
assumed responsibility as primary carers to ensure parents’ needs were met and 
candidates’ study time was protected. A consequence of this, however, was that 
partners then became over-burdened.  
 
Issues of incompatibility also arose for partners from having several parallel direct 
associations with candidates. Some found being both the (i) notional primary 
supporter of a candidate’s enrolment and (ii) the life partners, presented difficulties. 
As did children, they reported changes in candidates’ demeanour when studying, but 
their reactions differed markedly. While in general the changes were acceptable to the 
children, partners found dealing with candidates’ non-communicative stance 
challenging. They were sensitive to candidates’ behaviours, often felt rebuffed and 
interpreted candidates’ aloofness as a personal affront. Second, some partners 
experienced significant stress from overlaps between their sub-identities of partner of 
an academic and candidate. These partners spoke angrily of how institutions burdened 
staff with unreasonable demands resulting in candidates being under constant pressure 
in both their academic work and studies. Third, some partners with significant paid-
work responsibilities reported their work-related needs were subsumed by those of 
candidates as candidates tried to meet both their work and study-related obligations, 
which typically were given priority by partners and candidates.  
 
Although there was a small number of partners unable to recall or describe potential 
role incompatibilities arising from enrolment, as a group they revealed there were 
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issues that could leave them feeling sensitive, insecure and fragile. While, as noted 
above, partners tentatively identified rewards they experienced as a partner of a 
candidate, many were also grappling with more substantial issues that were 
threatening, or potentially threatening, to individuals’ sense of well-being and/or the 
sustainability of couples’ relationships. In all, partners identified six areas of potential 
negative impact including strains arising from partners: (i) wanting support in 
adjusting to parenthood when candidates were adjusting to the student role; (ii) 
fearing candidates might give priority to their student role over their family member 
role; (iii) feeling concerns candidates may believe they were outgrowing their partners 
intellectually; (iv) acknowledging discrepancies in academic qualifications can 
threaten the longevity of relationships; (v) envying candidates’ doctoral student status; 
and, (vi) believing the demands of candidature can lead to couples becoming 
intolerant of one another’s perspectives and behaviours. The consequence of strains 
caused by these issues and by partners feeling inundated with tasks related to 
supporting candidates, was that partners were impatient for candidates to complete 
their studies. The dilemma that then arose for them was that whilst they craved a more 
equal distribution of family responsibilities and greater recognition of their needs in 
their couple-relationship, they were also compelled to continue to make self-sacrifices 
in the hope this would expedite the study’s completion.  
 
Further, in keeping with partners frequently experiencing tension because they and the 
candidates spent little time alone as a couple, was that in the very small number of 
instances where couples were proactive in ensuring they spent time regularly, 
exclusively in each other’s company, these partners clearly valued being (i) an 
intimate, confidant to a life partner involved in an important endeavour and (ii) in a 
relationship where they believed mutual affective support was a priority for 
themselves and the candidates. In keeping with (i) previous references to feelings of 
inclusivity and (ii) partners’ general acceptance that their high levels of activity, for 
minimal personal reward, was their temporary lot, these partners found being part of a 
couple with a common mission and goals was rewarding. This was despite the trials 
that came with the candidates’ enrolment.  
 
While partners reported negative consequences on their behaviours in response to 
strain generated by the candidates’ enrolment, as described above, they also 
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commented on how pressures similarly affected candidates. That partners were 
concerned that they typically took the brunt of candidates’ emotional lows was 
evident in their reporting all they wanted from the candidates in return for the support 
they gave was to be appreciated and treated respectfully. Related to this, in general 
partners, as did candidates, felt constantly emotionally, as well as physically, drained 
because the candidates’ study and its effects on family life were ever-present. Despite 
partners’ frustrations over candidates’ limited success in compartmentalising study 
activities as they tried to limit the extent to which these intruded into family time, 
partners were nevertheless grateful when candidates made an effort to do so. In all, 
however, there was little relief, which could be attributed to compartmentalisation, 
from partners’ experiencing role strain.  
 
While parents and children experienced no notable strains from role incompatibilities 
arising from enrolment, for candidates, as for partners, the situation was different. As 
a group, they were concerned about incompatibilities as they tried to meet expectation 
of them. They felt excessive, incessant workplace demands had important, persistent 
negative effects on their being also a doctoral student and family member. As to the 
impact on their student role, the majority felt the rhetoric of institutions that existing 
staff should acquire a doctorate was not matched in practical terms through (i) 
reasonable time release from academic duties or (ii) formalised opportunities to study 
uninterrupted off-campus. Those disaffected in these ways were upset they were 
expected to integrate demanding study activities into their already busy schedules and 
by the apparent lack of institutional understanding of their situation. The practice of 
‘performance punishment’ by institutions concerned several candidates who believed 
they were disadvantaged if they performed well at work because rather than being 
rewarded with time allowances to concentrate on their studies, they were given 
additional responsibilities that created further barriers to making progress on their 
doctorates. Attesting to the extent to which some candidates believed their academic 
role was unacceptably at odds with their roles as a student and family member, and 
that this was a source of considerable strain, was that, as noted above, several 
formally suspended or decreased their activities as academics during candidature. 
 
Notwithstanding pressures to re-credential and that they spoke about possible career 
benefits of having a doctorate, candidates also believed being a student did not sit 
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well with being an academic. In addition to them revealing, as discussed above, that 
they performed less well as undergraduate educators, many also questioned whether 
studying for a doctorate was worthwhile at their time of life. Many began their studies 
in their 40s or 50s, anticipated enrolment would span many years, and in 
consequence, expected they would not complete their doctorates until the end, or in 
the final years, of the working phase of their lives. 
 
Similarly, candidates thought being a student had negative impacts on family life. 
Most were concerned their studies ‘took them away’ from their families because they: 
(i) for varying lengths of time, withdrew from the activity and distractions of family 
life and sought retreats where they could focus on studying; (ii) limited the number of 
family activities in which they participated; and/or, (iii) imposed time restrictions on 
their involvement in specific events. In keeping with children’s and partners’ 
comments, candidates spoke about how they could be physically present, but mentally 
preoccupied with their studies to the extent they would appear detached from, and 
disinterested in, family matters. As a group, they believed lack of time affected the 
frequency and/or quality of their interactions with their parents, children and partners. 
Being ‘time poor’, however, was particularly stressful for those concerned their 
studies were undertaken over many years and coincided with (i) parents’ declining 
years and (ii) children’s developmental years, especially when complex, substantive 
matters, such as infant chronic illness or adolescent drug and alcohol abuse, arose. 
Their feeling powerless to organise their lives in other ways without detriment to their 
studies, and ultimately their careers, compounded the stress they felt over these issues.  
 
Echoing partners’ concerns that candidates might feel they were outgrowing their 
partners intellectually, as discussed above, some candidates suggested an intellectual 
gap between themselves and their partners had indeed developed. While no candidates 
indicated this presented a serious threat to their couple-relationship, it is clear the 
concept of intellectual differences, attributed to candidates’ experiences of doctoral 
study, may be a source of strain on asymmetrical couple-relationships for both 
partners and candidates. Further, some candidates expressed concern partners 
considering doctoral studies themselves could be dissuaded from enrolling because 
they have been privy to how disruptive candidature can be to family life. Here, there 
is the potential for academically-inclined partners to be in the invidious position of 
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feeling, simultaneously, intellectually left behind and hesitant to fulfil a personal 
ambition to study for a doctorate owing to their first-hand observation, that both a 
candidate’s and a candidate’s family’s quality of life is unavoidably diminished 
during candidacy. 
 
As for candidates’ sense of incompatibilities with being a student and an academic 
that arose from being a family member, candidates’ perspectives varied. While they 
thought having a family interfered with their studies, they were either unaware of, or 
unconcerned about, family life having a negative effect on being academics, outside 
of the requirement they study for a doctorate. They reported two of the impediments 
to their studies were (i) simultaneous demands on families’ shared resources such as 
space and equipment and (ii) home-life not being consistently, reliably conducive to 
quiet, intellectual reflection. In consequence, candidates felt family life meant 
candidacy was protracted and/or the quality of their study compromised. Further, as 
their families expanded and children became older, many candidates and partners felt 
their families needed more space and improved amenities; in consequence, candidates 
faced the dilemma of whether to renovate the family home. Those who did, bemoaned 
it was a distraction and an additional source of strain. Those who anticipated 
problems, and therefore postponed home improvements, found while they averted the 
stress of undertaking the project, (i) issues of space and amenities were not addressed, 
hence associated strains persisted and (ii) they felt responsible for their families not 
enjoying improved living conditions, which was an alternative source of strain. 
 
Further to the notion of stress associated with incompatibilities, was that while, as 
discussed above, there were several aspects of their student status about which 
candidates felt positive, simultaneously most lacked confidence in their aptitude for 
doctoral study. As a group, their concerns emanated from their: (i) not having a strong 
academic-performance history; (ii) understandings of the characteristics of doctoral 
graduates being inconsistent with their self-image; and, (iii) not having had an 
ambition to study at a doctoral level prior to feeling institutional pressure to enrol. 
Several of these factors combined to undermine individuals’ confidence and generate 
overall feelings of incompatibility to the extent many described themselves as 
‘impostors’ in the doctoral student role. 
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Candidates’ lack of confidence in their suitability to the doctoral student role 
combined with the inherent, rigorous nature of doctoral study and their feeling 
persistently ‘time poor’, had subsequent effects on how they behaved as an academic 
and family member, which in turn caused them to feel guilty and selfish over many 
issues related directly and indirectly to their enrolment. It was common for candidates 
to feel dismay when reflecting on how the pressure they felt at times, from their 
studies, affected their attitudes and behaviours in ways that were inconsistent with 
how they ideally wanted to enact both their academic and family member roles.3
 
      
Of importance is that it was partners who were the family members most exposed to 
candidates’ extremes of irritable and non-communicative behaviour as they grappled 
with intellectual challenges or became frustrated with what they perceived as a lack of 
progress. Despite regretting they vented their frustrations and insecurities within in 
their couple-relationship, in the main candidates did not openly discuss this aspect of 
the effect of their studies with their partners or attempt to reassure them such 
behaviour was a response to the demands of their studies and to their feelings of 
inadequacy as a student, and did not reflect a diminution of their commitment to their 
relationship. Such an anomaly may be explained by candidates’ tendency to be 
unconcerned their behaviours could have long-term detrimental effects on their 
couple-relationship. On the contrary, they were confident partners were patient with, 
and tolerant of, their episodes of non-communication and bad temper. Of concern 
here, in terms of potential negative consequences of doctoral study on the longevity of 
couples’ relationships, is candidates may be overlooking possible eroding effects, on 
their couple-relationship, of their behaviours, which are enacted over the many years 
of enrolment. That candidates tended to give scant attention in general to their 
partners’ needs during candidature; that they typically avoided openly discussing their 
behaviour when under pressure with partners; and, that some partners were sensitive 
to how they were treated in the couple-relationship, suggest candidates’ summations 
that partners have high resilience to their behaviours may not have a sound basis. 
 
                                                 
3 The strain candidates felt on account of the pervasive effects of the doctoral experience on all aspects 
of their lives meant many candidates, as did many partners, greatly appreciated having the opportunity 
to discuss their experiences through participation in the study, which many described as ‘therapeutic’. 
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While candidates’ sense of role incompatibilities overwhelmed any rewards they 
experienced from their studies, there were some important areas of positive returns 
associated with family member sub-identities that did diminish their strain. First, 
while candidates could feel guilty over facets of their parenting, they nevertheless felt 
positive about their conduct overall and were confident their children felt valued and 
nurtured by them. Second, while they believed being a student was incompatible with 
having aged parents because their parents (i) typically were not able to relate to their 
doctoral student experiences and (ii) could, at times, make mildly disparaging 
comments about their studies, candidates, nevertheless, appreciated their parents 
were, in the main, encouraging and proud. Candidates were especially grateful for 
their support given their parents’ limited formal education. Third, while symmetrical 
couples reported (i) owing to their preoccupation with their own progress, as with 
partners in asymmetrical relationships, they could lack patience with partners’ study 
concerns and (ii) that studying concurrently could mean they became competitive, all 
candidates in symmetrical relationships reported believing their shared experience of 
balancing career, study and family demands brought them closer emotionally and 
their inclination to compete had constructive effects on their studies. Fourth, 
notwithstanding they felt strongly being an academic and student impacted negatively 
on being a family member, several valued that these roles presented opportunities to 
travel accompanied by family. Although, when all is considered, these rewards did 
little to mitigate candidates’ overall levels of strain, their significance should not be 
under-estimated as they provide some insight into why candidates persisted with 
enrolment, beyond believing the qualification was a career necessity, despite their 
many reservations. 
 
The strategy of compartmentalising role activities was one candidates typically 
attempted after having limited success with integrating study-related activities into 
their major pre-enrolment role activities as an academic and family member. While all 
candidates compartmentalised their activities across various combinations of their 
three major life roles over the course of a day, many also took the more extreme 
measure of completely compartmentalising study activities by withdrawing from the 
family home for extended periods. Candidates found, as noted above, that although 
compartmentalisation over a day could be useful for some study-related activities, it 
was not so for more intellectually challenging tasks requiring deeper focus and 
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contemplation. Given candidates’ dedication to their family member role, of interest 
here is that their withdrawal from the family home for prolonged periods did not then 
simultaneously generate further angst for candidates. Indeed, so extreme was their: (i) 
anxiety about their progress with their studies; (ii) concern their studies had extended 
or might extend over many years; and, (iii) guilt over the effect of their studies on 
their enactment of their family member role, many saw withdrawal from the home as 
a resort that would enable them to progress more rapidly to completion, and once 
completed they could then re-engage with those activities they most valued. Further, 
as previously discussed, parents, children and partners all shared the candidates’ view 
that the strategy was a necessary facet of the doctoral experience for those in their 
middle-years with significant competing demands from their career and family.  
 
Overall, candidates’ experiences of role strain as they attempted to balance the 
demands on them in their major life roles were significant to the extent many 
seriously questioned whether a cost / benefit analysis of tangible and intangible 
outcomes would ultimately endorse their decision to enrol. 
 
From this cross-case analysis has emerged an aggregate picture of: candidates’ 
parents, parents-in-law and children experiencing little, if any, role strain arising from 
the candidates’ student status. However, candidates and their partners typically find 
the addition of the roles of doctoral student, and partner of a doctoral student, to their 
existing major life roles during their mid-life is particularly stressful. The absence of 
noteworthy strain in the lives of the parents, parents-in-law and children was largely 
attributable to partners’ and candidates’ sustained efforts to protect older and younger 
family members from possible negative effects of candidates’ time and attention 
being diverted from family-centred activities to their studies during enrolment. While 
the strategy benefited parents, parents-in-law and children, it often created barriers to: 
(i) partners pursuing and satisfying their own interests and needs inside and outside 
the home and (ii) partners and candidates tending to and nurturing their couple-
relationship.  
 
Comments on the utility of the Model for the current investigation  
As to the utility of Burr, Leigh et al.’s (1979) model of the antecedents of role strain 
for the current investigation, while the researcher undertook the study anticipating that 
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an outcome would be that suggestions would be made for recasting propositions and 
refining the model to create one more specific to the cohort being studied, as it 
transpired it was found that the Model served extremely well as a device for 
grounding the study through a number of phases. First, it facilitated the logical and 
systematic gathering of information from the participants by the researcher. By 
focussing on the underlying SI concepts (as described in Chapter 3) and propositions 
posited by Burr, Leigh et al., the researcher was sensitised to focus on every day 
events that comprehensively illuminated the participants’ relevant experiences. Once 
data were gathered, the model then provided a cogent guide for its analysis (see 
Chapter 4). Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) have endorsed validation as an outcome 
of researchers’ application of theory to data analysis. They advise: 
 
You begin your research knowing which literature and theoretical constructs you intend to 
apply to your data. …  [Y]ou use your data to elaborate, refine or validate [emphasis added] 
theories in the literature. (p. 68) 
 
In the case of this study, validation was the outcome. 
  
Second, beyond this, when the researcher was conceptualising how the findings and 
discussion might best be presented, the model again proved valuable because once its 
elements were integrated with Auerbach and Silverstein’s (2003) ideas on formatting 
findings (as described in Chapter 4), it was clear a scaffold was in place which could 
support the management of the large volume of rich data that had been collected and 
give focus to the accounts of participants’ perspectives, as required by this component 
of a dissertation (see Chapters 5-8). The overlaying of the model onto the basic format 
of table and theoretical narrative (Auerbach and Silverstein) ensured the findings and 
discussion chapters consistently provided systematic and comprehensive descriptions 
of the participants’ experiences as described by them in their own words.  
 
Finally, the utility of the model was further demonstrated in the current chapter where 
it has been used to bring together information presented in the four preceding 
chapters. Its application to this phase enabled ready identification of areas of 
agreement and disagreement among the various categories of family members. The 
synthesis of the descriptions of the participants’ experiences across the categories of 
 412 
family members enabled the researcher to create an authentic and credible overview 
of the study’s main findings for which the processes of compilation are transparent.4
 
  
Against the background of the overview of the main findings pertaining to the 
interviews described above, the final chapter is presented. In it the study’s most 
significant outcomes; conclusions and their implications; recommendations; and, 
contributions to knowledge are discussed.  
 
                                                 
4 Note: A further suggestion for possible future application of the Model is made in Chapter 10.   
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Chapter 10   Outcomes; conclusions and their implications; 
recommendations; and contributions to knowledge 
 
Introduction 
This final chapter is presented in four sections. It begins by reflecting on the study’s 
most significant outcomes. It then states the study’s conclusions and their 
implications. Next, recommendations are made for addressing issues the study has 
identified as problematic. Finally, the study’s contributions to knowledge are noted. 
The presentation of each section takes account of the broader Australian higher 
education context that was the backdrop against which the study’s participants 
described their experiences. Acknowledging this context is critical because it 
facilitates both an appreciation of the contextual genesis of many phenomena surfaced 
by the study and identifies the most logical conduit for implementing strategies for 
resolving anomalies and paradoxes which affect: individuals; the academy; and, the 
Federal government’s aspirations for strengthening the nation’s economic, cultural 
and social bases.      
 
The study’s outcomes 
As to the study’s most significant outcomes, whilst it is acknowledged that 
participants were able to articulate some positive effects arising from the candidates’ 
doctoral student status, it is the accounts of the trials and tribulations that they 
encountered, given in particular by the candidates and their partners, that capture the 
essence of the participants’ lived experiences as the candidates endeavoured to meet 
their various major life role responsibilities.      
  
This investigation has found that candidates’ enrolment in doctoral studies typically 
impacts significantly on not only their family life, but also on their enactment of their 
roles as an academic and as a doctoral student. With respect to the effect on familial 
relationships, to reiterate, whilst candidates’ aged parents and children experienced no 
or only minor strains, candidates and their partners experienced relentless and 
significant strain, as a consequence of the candidates’ enrolment. Underpinning this 
strain was that the candidates’ enrolment meant their time and attention were diverted 
away from family-centred activities. Further to this though, candidates also found 
being required to study for a doctorate detracted from other aspects of their role as an 
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academic to the extent that, in their view, they underperformed in these other 
activities in comparison to their pre-enrolment performance and their ideal of how 
they wanted to engage with such tasks; their belief that they were underperforming, 
overall as academics, also caused them stress. Candidates believed too, the 
requirement that they simultaneously meet demanding family member and academic 
role responsibilities whilst grappling with the inherent intellectual challenges of 
doctoral studies, detracted significantly from the quality of their research training 
experience and research outcomes, and this was a further source of stress.  
  
In all, these outcomes point to a situation in which not only are candidates and their 
close family members disadvantaged by the current conditions under which mid and 
late-career academics with family responsibilities pursue a doctoral qualification, but 
candidates’ experiences impinge negatively upon others within academia. For 
example, they have implications for candidates’: students, colleagues, workplace 
supervisors and doctorate supervisors. Further, the accumulative effects of various 
combinations of these associates being somehow adversely affected by candidates’ 
conduct during their enrolment may impact on the broader contexts in which 
candidates work and study.  
  
In describing events leading to their enrolment, candidates reported consistently that   
the principal impetus for their enrolment had not been an intrinsic interest in studying 
for a research degree or for a professional doctorate, but rather they had enrolled in 
response to overt indications from their line managers that, as career academics, they 
were now expected to gain a doctoral qualification. Notwithstanding this situation, 
wherein institutions typically presented individuals with the idea that study for a 
doctorate was an institutional imperative, various candidates’ accounts of their 
employing universities’ arrangements for urging academics to enrol, and subsequent 
levels of support throughout candidature to completion, reveal the ways the matter is 
approached within their universities to be ad hoc, idiosyncratic and typically managed 
at a department level. Given this, individuals in this study were left vulnerable to 
feelings of uncertainty regarding what institutional and departmental provisions, if 
any, would be made to support their studies and to inequitable treatment regarding 
formalised support in comparison to colleagues employed by other institutions and by 
their institutions, but in other departments. Further, regardless of institutional levels of 
                                                               415 
support1
  
, in general, responsibility for participating candidates’ success, or otherwise, 
in their studies and in balancing their study, career and family life activities lay 
primarily with the individual. This anomaly emerged from the study as an important 
and fundamental source of role strain for candidates.  
Conclusions and their implications 
The lack of a cogent approach to the management of the drive to re-credential existing 
mid and late-career academic staff by individual universities, as experienced by 
participants in this study2; the prevalence of reoccurring negative themes across 
candidates’ descriptions of the effect of their enrolment on various aspects of their 
personal and professional lives; and, that large numbers3 of academics employed by 
Australian universities are now, and may in the near future be, combining family, 
career and doctoral studies responsibilities, together suggest that this is an area of 
university endeavour in urgent need of attention. Further, it is suggested that the stress 
and strain experienced within the family domain revealed by this investigation may be 
best addressed by (i) looking beyond the family unit and specific interactions among 
individual family members4
 
 and (ii) considering how nation-wide, systemic changes 
to policies, procedures and practices within the work environment may bring benefits 
not only to the candidates and their families, but also to candidates’ employing 
universities and the academy in general. To these ends, it is proposed that there is a 
reconceptualisation of understandings of: (i) who are the main stakeholders; (ii) what 
are the potential benefits and who are the potential beneficiaries; and, (iii) who should 
reasonably assume responsibility for the personal and professional outcomes that 
present, when mid and late-career academics embark on doctoral studies.   
                                                 
1 Even those interviewees who reported that their universities did, in principle, offer some support for 
their doctoral studies, claimed notional entitlements were often not realised for a range of reasons 
and/or formalised entitlements were, in general, inadequate. 
2 Candidates in this study recounted their experiences as employees at six of the eight Victorian 
universities that are AVCC Member Universities. In all, Australia-wide, this group comprises 40 
universities. 
3 Readers are reminded of the previous quoted (see Chapter 1) DEST (2003a) statistic that this is 
approximately 18,000 staff. 
4 Past studies, based in the US, have tended to recommend seminar programs for doctoral cohorts and 
their families and most Australian institutions provide access to a limited number personal counselling 
services to academic staff and family members through the Employees Assistance Program (EAP). 
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Recommendations 
The study’s recommendations are presented in two parts. First, a rationale for the 
reconceptualisation of the understandings of each notion noted above is explicated. 
 Second, action plans that are consistent with the recommended reconceptualisations 
are posited.  
 
Reconceptualisation of understandings of who are the main stakeholders when 
academics undertake doctoral studies     With respect to understandings of who are 
the main stakeholders when existing academic staff embark on doctoral studies, the 
experience of participants in this investigation was overwhelmingly that study for a 
doctorate by this cohort is viewed, and accordingly managed, by the academic 
community, as primarily an individual endeavour undertaken in the interests of 
individuals’ ambitions for job security and possible career advancement. However, in 
reality, the act of their enrolment was predicated upon clear messages regarding a 
cultural shift in the expected level of formal qualifications for current Australian 
academics. Whilst such messages, which indicated the need for academics to hold 
doctorates, were delivered explicitly to individual participants by their line managers, 
the messages were also evident in the general higher education environment across 
Australian institutions, for example, in academic position descriptions, appointments 
and promotions.5  Behind this cultural shift were pressures from: (i) the Department 
of Employment, Education Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA), which in 
response to recommendations made in the 1998 report titled, Learning for Life: 
Review of Higher Education Financing and Policy, linked funding for universities, in 
part, to doctoral completions6 and a 1996 OECD study which estimated that 
innovation accounts for 50 per cent of long-term economic growth in advanced 
industrial economies7
                                                 
5 In 1997, the AVCC in a statement of the purpose, distinctive nature and value of universities noted, 
‘Universities … have staff whose active engagement in scholarship and research both enriches the 
nation itself , and ensures that students at both the undergraduate and postgraduate level learn from 
those at the forefront of knowledge …’ (AVVC 1997 quoted in DEETYA 1998 p. 45).    
. Thus, it emerges that in broad terms, the primary stakeholders 
include not only the candidates and their families, but also individual Australian 
6 The Review Committee proposed a model for allocating research training places, and associated 
funding, based on the Research Training Index (RTI) – a measure of the research and research training 
performance of institutions. 
7 The relevance of this to Australian universities is that, ‘Universities make a major contribution to the 
national innovation system through their provision of research training and their research activities’ 
(DEETYA 1998 p. 58).   
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universities and the Australian Federal government. These institutions also have a 
vested interest in these candidates achieving success in their doctoral studies, because 
with their new repertoire of skills, academic staff will be able to diversify and extend 
their workplace activities and thus add further value to their contribution in the higher 
education arena where there is now increased emphasis on institutions being involved 
in research and research training8
  
.    
Reconceptualisation of understandings of what are the potential benefits and who 
are the potential beneficiaries when career academics undertake doctoral studies 
As to understandings of what are the main benefits and who are the main beneficiaries 
of a successful doctoral study by existing academics, this investigation showed that 
these were areas that were not well defined by institutions in their dealings with staff, 
and in consequence were not well understood by the study’s participants. Comments 
made by the interviewees indicated that they believed that the main benefits of their 
enrolment were that it provided them with a degree of job security, and the attainment 
of a doctorate would mean they would satisfy rising credential criteria for academic 
positions. As to the wider context, with respect to their perceptions of the benefit to 
universities, with prompting, a small number reported that they understood there 
would be two streams of gain for the institutions with which they were associated.9
  
 
These were (i) financial benefits by way of Federal funding allocations upon 
completion of their studies and publications arising from their research activity and 
(ii) enhanced institutional kudos in terms of additional doctoral student completions 
and staff holding a doctoral qualification.  
Whilst these observations by the participants are accurate, their scope is limited, and 
suggest a lack of knowledge and understanding of the strategic intent and anticipated 
institutional and national benefit behind the drive to re-credential existing academic 
staff. As to the documented potential institutional benefits identified by the AVCC 
(1997) and DEETYA (1998), these are that concomitant with candidates achieving 
success in their doctoral studies, they would gain a capacity for conducting quality (i) 
                                                 
8 This is notwithstanding that Australian universities prior to 1988 had a tradition of academics 
undertaking research and research training in the course of their professional duties, as described in 
Chapter 1.  
9 Some participants were studying for a doctorate at their employing institution; others were enrolled 
elsewhere. 
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research and/or (ii) researcher education programs by way of individual supervision 
and group training.10 With such increased capabilities among their academic staff, 
individual institutions would qualify for especially allocated Federal funding, 
enabling them to both (i) consolidate and extend their contribution to the national 
research and development effort and (ii) secure their financial base in a higher 
education system where there is increasing devolution of responsibility for the raising 
of funds and management of fiscal matters to individual universities (Dawkins 1988; 
DEETYA 1998; Marginson 2007). From the Federal government’s perspective, the 
potential benefits to be derived from existing staff’s success in doctoral studies and 
the associated increase in institutional activity in research and development is that the 
national interest is served in areas such as: intellectual, social and cultural 
development; productivity; prosperity; and, international competitiveness (DEETYA 
1998; DEST 2007; HEC 1992; Smith 2007). Hence, the gains derived from an 
existing academic completing a doctoral study extend far beyond the narrow benefit 
to individuals’ aspirations for job security and career advancement and institutions’ 
quests for enhanced kudos and access to Federal funding specifically in recognition of 
doctoral completions and ensuing publication. Associated with this, the beneficiaries 
are many more than the candidates and their families who benefit by way of greater 
security of household income. Indeed, individually and collectively, academics 
holding a doctoral qualification have the potential to contribute significantly to a wide 
range of institutional and national imperatives aimed at improving national economic 
strength and community well-being.11
 
  
 
  
                                                 
10 For example, the AVCC (1997) argue that an outcome of academic staff being actively engaged in 
scholarship and research is that it ‘enriches the nation in itself’ and that students at both the 
undergraduate and postgraduate level, ‘learn from those at the forefront of knowledge’ (quoted in 
DEETYA 1998 p. 45). 
11 It is interesting to note here that this is in keeping with the Humboldtian university ideals of the early 
1800s which included the notion that governments must invest in research education for the purposes 
of the creation and extension of knowledge (Nobel 1994) and ‘service to society’ (Cowen 1997 p. 186). 
Attesting to the success of this strategy, Simpson (1983 p. 15) described Germany’s dominance in 
‘almost every field of science endeavour’ during the last half of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 
twentieth centuries (also see Blackett 1969 cited by Noble 1994 p. 21). These achievements in the 
sciences subsequently enhanced the international reputation of German universities so much so that 
during this period various institutions attracted large numbers of students from all over the world 
(Cowen 1997; Simpson 1983). Emphasising the important role played by Humboldt and the far 
reaching influence of his initiatives, Noble (1994 p.7) asserts, ‘Humboldt’s success made Prussian 
universities regnant institutions that other nations envied and emulated.’ 
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Reconceptualisation of understandings of those responsible for personal and 
professional outcomes when career academics undertake doctoral studies 
Finally, regarding the question of who should reasonably assume responsibility for the 
personal and professional issues that present when mid and late-career academics 
enrol in a doctorate, this study found that under current arrangements participants 
experienced either no, or only minimal, institutional support as they struggled with the 
challenges of fulfilling the responsibilities that accompany their various major life 
roles. Many of those interviewed strongly protested that whilst institutional pressures 
had catalysed their enrolment, they were then left to their own devices to both 
complete their studies and achieve a satisfactory work / life balance. In particular, 
several felt their institutions displayed a callous disregard for the consequences on 
their family life of their undertaking a doctorate. Their accounts of their experiences 
indicate that the strains candidates felt from the competing demands on their time, 
energy and effort were compounded by the participants’ perceptions of a lack of 
institutional understanding, empathy and practical support.  
 
Given the discussions above, which identify (i) Australian universities and the 
Australian Federal government, as being among the major stakeholders and (ii) 
universities and the Australian community as being among the major beneficiaries, it 
is argued that there is a strong case for universities and the government sharing 
responsibility for the outcomes of academic staffs’ efforts to gain a doctoral 
qualification and assuming a more active role in providing support during the time 
when individuals are contemplating enrolment in a doctorate and then subsequently 
during their candidature.12
 
 With these three stakeholders sharing responsibility, much 
of the strain endured over many years by individual staff across their various major 
life roles, as described by the participants in this study, could be significantly reduced 
and the potential wider benefits of having this cohort achieve high quality and timely 
completions could be realised.   
                                                 
12 In 1998, West wrote of prevailing tensions around the issue of management practices and staff 
undertaking research in Australian Higher Education; his comments are apposite, a decade later, to the 
experiences of the cohort studied in this investigation. He wrote of the importance of those undertaking 
research having ‘plenty of space-cognitive space-to contemplate their discipline’ and the importance of 
time for reflection if the research is to advance knowledge.  He warned, ‘In pressing for efficiency in 
management, the enterprise may lose sight of its ideals, of its humanity, and of its professional 
integrity. When this happens, there is no true efficiency.’ (DEETYA p. 10). 
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Establishment of a co-ordinated, systemic approach to the re-credentialing 
endeavour      As to how a co-ordinated, systemic approach to the three parties 
contributing to the re-credentialing endeavour might be configured, first it is proposed 
that study for a doctorate by existing academic staff be viewed by the Australian 
Federal government as a priority higher education activity, and as such, as a matter for 
public policy. Accordingly, it is recommended that discrete funds be allocated for 
distribution to universities to encourage and support existing staff to undertake 
doctoral studies.13
  
 That such an initiative could be instituted within existing 
infrastructures and protocols is evident in (i) the declaration: 
The Australian Government has the primary responsibility for public funding of higher 
education. Australian Government funding support for higher education is provided … 
through [several schemes which include] … a range of grants for specific purposes including 
quality, learning and teaching, research and research training programs. (DEST 2007) 
  
and (ii) Commonwealth Staff Development Fund (CSDF) activities that set precedents 
for the notion that governments have a role to play in supporting existing academic 
staff improve their level of formal qualifications.14
  
             
Second, with a grant scheme in place, individual universities would apply for funds 
from the Federal government’s designated pool to augment money sequestered from 
institutional revenue for the specific purpose of supporting staff to gain a doctoral 
qualification. In other words, both the Federal government and institutions would 
make a financial contribution. Such a co-contribution arrangement would enable 
                                                 
13 Indeed, in 1998 (DEETYA), it was asserted by the Learning for Life Review Committee that:  (i) one 
of the key principles for determining a higher education policy and financing framework should be ‘fair 
levels of private and public contribution that broadly reflect private and public benefits’ (p. 49) and (ii) 
‘… given the importance of higher education to economic growth … the risks associated with 
underinvestment in higher education are greater than those of over investment’ (p. 52). Further, the 
Committee argued, ‘… funding provided for university research and research training needs to 
encourage a strategic view of investment in research infrastructure’ (p. 51). Within universities, 
achieving a critical mass of staff qualified to conduct research and supervise research students can 
reasonably be regarded as a component of research infrastructure.  
14 For example, during 1990-2 under the auspices of the CSDF, female academic staff without 
postgraduate qualifications were eligible to apply for 0.5 time-release to embark on study for a 
Master’s degree. The scheme was designed to support staff returning to studies during the transition 
phase; it was available for the first 12 months of enrolment. Universities received government funding 
to appoint additional staff to replace those on paid study leave (Clark 2007). Then during 1995, funds 
were disbursed to institutions to enable academic staff to ‘accelerate the completion of a thesis or thesis 
component of a course work higher degree’ so as ‘to increase the numbers of staff with higher degrees, 
and to increase the numbers of staff qualified to undertake postgraduate supervision and research’ 
(George 1994, see Appendix 10A). Time release for study under this program was for a maximum of 
one semester. Funding was provided to the staff member’s department to employ replacement staff on 
sessional contracts. 
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individual universities to demonstrate their commitment to the endeavour. Proposals 
would be developed according to individual universities’ needs and staff profiles. 
Proposals should satisfy the following conditions; they should: (i) formalise and 
normalise study for a doctorate by existing academic staff as an important 
professional development activity from which individuals, institutions and society 
have much to gain;  (ii) aim to support staff in achieving a timely completion by 
formally recognising time spent on doctoral study as time spent fulfilling one’s 
academic role, rather than viewing it as a separate activity to be overlayed onto a full 
complement of pre-existing academic activities; and, (iii) aim to support staff in 
reaching their full potential as doctoral students because to do so would increase the 
likelihood of them pursuing research and/or researcher training as career activities 
upon graduation.  
  
Third, individual academics enrolled in doctoral studies should be responsible for: 
using time allowances for doctoral study purposes as intended; reporting regularly on 
their progress to the universities in which they are employed, as well as those in 
which they are enrolled if these are two different institutions; and, availing themselves 
not only of opportunities for time release but also additional supports configured 
especially for staff studying for doctorates.      
  
As to the nature of those supports, the Burr, Leigh et al. (1979) model of the 
antecedents of role strain could provide a solid theoretical underpinning for a range of 
coordinated interventions available to staff and their families prior to, and throughout, 
candidature. Access to group seminars; family, couple and individual personal, career 
and study counselling sessions; and, an expert facilitator with the specific remit of 
responding to issues and concerns related to individual staff’s doctoral studies, could 
comprise a suite of such interventions. Drawing on the principal components of the 
model of the antecedents of role strain, interventions could be embedded with implicit 
and explicit references to the phenomenon of role strain and its relationship to notions 
of: (i) role expectations, (ii) consensus, (iii) clarity, (iv) role diversification, (v) 
perceptions of roles’ prescribed activities, (vi) role accumulation, (vii) delegation of 
prescribed activities, (viii) role enactment and reward, (ix) role incompatibility, and 
(x) compartmentalisation of roles. 
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Contributions to knowledge 
The investigation has made the following contributions to knowledge: 
 
By focussing on mid and late-career academics employed in Australian universities 
who come under strong obligation to do doctoral research, and their families, the 
investigation has drawn attention to the lived experiences of a previously unexamined 
group. It found that candidates’ enrolment had considerable effects on the nature of 
interactions among family members across the three generations studied; however, 
each category of participants had different perceptions of the nature and extent of 
reward and strain they experienced in consequence of the candidates’ enrolment. In 
particular, it was the candidates and their partners, individually and in their couple-
relationship, who felt the most negative impacts of the pressures directly and 
indirectly associated with doctoral studies.  
 
By conceptualising doctoral study as a personal/professional role, rather than as an 
individual’s isolated intellectual journey, the investigation has reframed the 
experience to highlight the ways in which it affects the multiple and overlapping 
responsibilities and relationships of this cohort. In addition to revealing that the 
pursuit of a doctorate had significant effects on family life for these staff, the 
investigation further exposed how candidates believed that introducing the doctoral 
student role into their role set at a time in their lives when they had already accrued 
significant family and career responsibilities, detracted from their performances as 
both a career academic and as a doctoral student. This outcome thus reveals a 
situation that is counter to the intent of the initiative to re-credential existing academic 
staff which, it was anticipated, would equip them with knowledge and skills that 
would contribute to Australian universities’ growing capability to both conduct world-
standard research and provide internationally competitive research training programs 
within the burgeoning knowledge economy. 
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Appendix 2A   Techniques used to locate relevant data bases and 
literature 
 
The search for relevant English language literature involved a systematic exploration 
of the following electronic databases: A+Education; Academic Research Library; 
Academic Search Premier; Australian Education Index (AEI); Academic Search Elite; 
Education-Line; Apa Ft; ERIC; Expanded Academic Index; Professional 
Development Collection; and, Psyc info.  
 
To locate articles within the general field of doctoral studies the following search 
terms were used: grad* stud*, grad* program*, postgrad* stud*, postgrad* program*, 
doctor* stud*, doctor* program*, PhD stud*, PhD program*, college stud* and 
college program*. The truncation grad* was used to generate matches with graduate, 
graduates; postgrad* with postgraduate, postgraduates; stud* with student, students, 
study and studies; program* with program, programme, programs and programmes; 
doctor* with doctor, doctors, doctoral, doctorate and doctorates.1
 
  
Lists of articles generated from the use of these terms were studied carefully to 
identify titles that seemed relevant; the abstracts of these selected titles were then 
perused. If an abstract suggested an article might contribute to the investigation, the 
article was obtained and read in full. Articles which proved to be useful were used to 
determine additional search terms that could be combined with those listed above 
using ‘AND’ for the purposes of expediting the process of locating studies that would 
provide information on the interplay between the experience of doctoral studies and 
familial relationships. By way of illustration, these additional search terms included: 
famil*, famil* life, famil* relation*, marri*, marital status, marital relations, spouse 
and partner. The truncation famil* was used to generate matches with family, families 
and familial; marri* with marriage, marriages and married; relation* with relations 
and relationships. 
 
If they made phrasal and syntactical sense, some of these terms were combined with 
the terms above without the use of ‘AND’ and used in the search. Such phrases 
included: PhD stud* marri*; doctor* stud* famil*; grad* stud* marri*; and, grad* 
stud* famil*. 
 
Once useful articles were identified using these combinations, the journals in which 
they were published were noted and specific searches by journal titles were conducted 
with a focus on those disseminated between early 1980 and late 2009. Again a survey 
of titles and abstracts of the articles that were listed was carried out to identify those 
relevant to the study. These journals included: Administrative Science Quarterly; 
British Journal of Guidance and Counselling; Journal of Access Studies; Journal of 
College Student Personnel; Journal of Legal Education; Journal of Marital and 
Family Therapy; Journal of Marriage and the Family; Journal of Psychology and 
Theology; New Directions for Higher Education; Research in Higher Education; 
                                                 
1 Note that the terms ‘postgraduate study’ and ‘graduate study’ are both used to refer to degree studies 
beyond the first degree; the different terms reflect regional differences in academic nomenclature. For 
example, in Australia, the UK and New Zealand ‘postgraduate study’ refers to Master’s and doctoral 
studies, while in the US and Canada ‘graduate study’ is used to refer to Master’s and doctoral studies 
and professional programs in law and medicine.  
 2 
Studies in Higher Education. Likewise, as authors were identified as having an 
interest in related issues, searches for additional information on their activities and 
publications were done through Google and Alta Vista using the authors’ names as 
the key words.    
 
Searches for relevant literature using databases, key words, journal tiles and authors’ 
names were conducted regularly throughout the study to ensure information on newly 
released studies was not overlooked.  
 
Finally, the in-text citations and reference lists of relevant articles were perused and 
further relevant journal articles, texts and media articles were identified. Media 
articles were obtained through searches of the Times Higher Education Supplement 
(THES), Factavia and Campus Review online facilities. In small number of instances, 
media articles lead to the identification of further relevant research literature. 
  
Full-text journal articles that were available online were printed, copies of material 
not available online were obtained through (i) visits to a range of academic libraries 
namely, the University of Ballarat, Victoria University, University of Melbourne, the 
State Library of Victoria and (ii) the online document supply service at Victoria 
University, OCLC PICA. Copies of texts or selected chapters of texts that were not 
directly available to the researcher through either the University of Ballarat or 
Victoria University, were sought through Victoria University’s access to the BONUS 
library network in the first instance and if not available through BONUS through 
OCLC PICA, with the assistance and authority of specialist document sourcing 
librarians.  
 
Not all articles, chapters or texts identified as being of interest could be located, 
although most could. For example, unpublished dissertations were not always 
available, nor, because of copyright restrictions, were conference proceedings that 
were stored on microfiche, and some texts, although listed as held in a library’s 
collection were marked as ‘missing’. If neither a copy of an original document of 
interest could be obtained nor a suitable substitute reference indentified, reliance on 
the account of a secondary source has been indicated by the use of ‘cited by’; for 
example, ‘Polson (1989, cited by Polson & Piercy 1993)’ was used in the case of 
Polson’s (1989) unpublished master’s thesis; ‘(Sansing 1983, cited by Suitor 1987b’ 
was used in the case of Sansing’s (1983) unpublished doctoral dissertation; ‘Stryker, 
Twohey & Halderson 1985, cited by Riddle 2000’ in the case of a conference paper 
stored on microfiche; ‘Ballmer and Cozby (1975, cited by Hooper 1979)’ in the case 
of a paper presented at the annual meeting of the Western Psychological Association; 
and, ‘(Parelman 1974, cited by Hooper 1979)’ in the case of an unpublished 
manuscript of a pilot study conducted by Parelman through the University of 
California. 
Appendix 4A1                       Outline of research project 
 
Thank you for considering participating in a research project designed to investigate the 
interplay between family life and doctoral studies for candidates who are at least 35 years of 
age and are employed as academics in Australian universities.  
 
Study design 
The study will use individual, in-depth interviews of approximately 30 to 90 minutes to 
explore the experiences of doctoral candidates and their families. University staff who are 
currently enrolled, have taken leave-of-absence, have completed or have discontinued, are 
invited to participate. The rights and anonymity of interviewees will be protected by protocols 
approved by the ethics committee of the University of Ballarat. These protocols include the 
right of interviewees to i) terminate the interview at any time, ii) decline to answer a specific 
question or questions, and iii) request that particular comments made by them be withheld 
from the data pool up until the time that the data are aggregated.  
 
Sample selection 
The researcher is aiming to interview a range of participants who will be selected using a 
theoretical sample derived from the literature to ensure an appropriate cross-section of 
interviewees. In addition, with the consent of some candidates, family members including 
partners, children and aged parents or parents-in-law will be invited to participate. 
 
Register your interest 
To facilitate the selection of an appropriate sample, if you would like to be involved please 
complete the attached profile proforma and return it to me in the pre-paid envelope provided, 
as soon as possible. I will then contact you regarding how we will proceed.        
 
Further information 
Should you require further information before making your decision, I would be happy to 
discuss the project details with you. You can contact me in my office on 9919 4849 or by 
email Janis.Webb@vu.edu.au. Alternatively, you can contact the project’s Principal 
Researcher, Associate Professor John McDonald on 5327 9129 or by email 
j.mcdonald@ballarat.edu.au.  
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
                            Janis Webb. 
 
Appendix 4A2   Expression of interest in participating in this research project 
 
1a.  Name     ___________________________ (please print)        b. Gender     female [ ]         male   [ ] 
 
2.  Doctoral degree title ____________________________ (e.g. PhD, EdD, etc) 
 
3a.  What is your current doctoral student status? 
 
             currently a doctoral student [ ]  on leave of absence [ ]   graduate [ ]   discontinued   [ ] 
 
   b.  Regardless of your current student status, in what year did you first enrol in your doctoral 
         program?         _____   
   
4.    Age                35-49 [ ]     50+ [ ]          (participants must be at least 35 years of age) 
 
6a.  Current partner status      single   [ ]     partnered [ ] 
     
  b.   If you have a partner, has s/he ever studied at a doctoral level?  Yes [ ] No [ ] 
 
8.  Do you have children?  No  [ ]           Yes [ ]  What are their ages? ________________ 
 
9.  Do you have one or more aged parent/s or parent/s-in-law (using your own definition of aged)? 
                                                          Yes [ ]    No [ ] 
 
10.  Would you be happy for the researchers to invite others in your family to be interviewed?  Please 
        tick the relevant cells. 
 
 Would you be happy for this person to be interviewed? 
  Yes                                         No                                        n/a  Relationship to you 
Partner    
Child/ren    
Parent or parent-in-law    
 
I would like to participate in this study. I can be contacted on: 
 
Telephone: day  _____________   evening  ________________  mobile  ________________________ 
 
Email:  _____________________________ 
 
Postal address: _______________________________________ 
 
                  ___________________________   ___________ 
 
Signed: _____________________________   Date: ___________________ 
 
  
 
Appendix 4B 
University of Ballarat 
Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
HUMAN RESEARCH ETHICS APPROVAL FORM 
Principal Researcher 1 Supervisor: J McDonald 
Associate Researcherls 1 Student Researcherls: J Webb 
School: BSSH 
Ethics approval has been granted for the following project: 
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Appendix 4C1 
                                                   UNIVERSITY OF BALLARAT 
Participants 18 years and older 
 
1. PROJECT TITLE  The interplay between the experience of doctoral education and familial 
                                                          relationships   
 
2. RESEARCHERS Associate Professor John McDonald 
    Janis Webb (PhD candidate) 
 
3. PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
 
This study will explore the effects of enrolment in a doctoral program on students’ 
family life, as well as the effects of family life on students’ doctoral studies.  
 
Academic staff and family members, that is, partners, children and parents or parents-
in-law, of some staff will be interviewed to find out their opinions and experiences 
regarding study for a doctorate and its effects on the family.  
 
Your involvement in this study should be completely voluntary. If others in your 
family have decided to participate, you are still free to make an individual decision 
about your own involvement, regardless of what they have chosen to do.  
 
It is expected that interviews will last from 30 to 90 minutes and will take place at a 
location that you choose. If you want to see a copy of the interview questions before 
the interview, we are happy to organise this. We want to assure you that it is not the 
purpose of the study to try to find out family secrets or to look for inconsistencies in 
what family members tell us. Rather, its purpose is to explore and describe the 
challenges and rewards that emerge when an adult family member, who is employed 
as an academic, studies for a doctorate. In addition, we want to assure you that 
specific things you say in your interview will not be repeated in any other interviews, 
either with members of your family, or with others who are interviewed.  
 
To ensure we have a complete and accurate record of what you say we will be taping 
and transcribing all interviews. We will provide you with a copy of the transcript of 
your interview (marked confidential), so that you can verify that the information is 
correct and/or request additions or deletions. Should you change your mind about 
participating, you are free to: withdraw completely at anytime; decline to answer a 
specific question or questions; and, request that particular comments made by you not 
be included in the final report.  
 
The findings will not be reported as family case studies. Rather all findings regarding 
academic staff will be combined and reported together, as will all findings regarding 
partners; children; and, parents and parents-in-law. In the report, to protect your 
anonymity we will disguise your details and use a pseudonym. You will be given a 
chance to read a draft final report and if you have any concerns about what is written, 
you are encouraged to discuss these with the researchers. 
 
The arrangements for the study have been approved by the ethics committee of the 
University of Ballarat.  
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If, during the interviews, personal issues arise that you would like to discuss with 
another person, there are a number of community organisations you can contact that 
provide confidential support over the telephone. These include the Kids’ Help Line 
1800 55 1800, Lifeline 13 11 14, Men’s Line Australia 1300 789 978, and Parentline 
13 2289. You will also receive, from the researchers, information on additional 
support services that are available to you but are not necessarily available to all 
participants.  
 
The purposes of the study are to: 
 
•   raise awareness of the need for universities to balance their wider agendas 
with a consciousness that the quality of people’s personal lives, that is, staff 
and their families, is affected in significant ways by policies and practices 
regarding academic staff qualifications, and  
 
•   determine how universities could assist academics and their families to 
adjust to the impacts that being an adult, doctoral, student will inevitably have 
on family relationships.          
 
If you wish to participate in this project, please ring Janis Webb on 9919 4849 or 
complete the attached Consent Form and return it in the envelope provided. You do 
not need to add a stamp. Janis will then contact you to arrange a mutually convenient 
time and place for the interview. 
 
Should you require further information before making your decision regarding 
participation, we would be happy to discuss the project details with you. You can 
contact Janis on 9 919 4849 or email Janis.Webb@vu.edu.au. Alternatively, you can 
contact the project’s Principal Researcher, Associate Professor John McDonald on 
5327 9129 or email j.mcdonald@ballarat.edu.au.    
 
Similarly, should you have further questions regarding the project, after its 
commencement, you can contact either of us, as indicated above. 
 
 
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the conduct of this 
research project, please contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Research & Graduates Studies Office, University of Ballarat, 
PO Box 663, Mt Helen VIC 3353.   Telephone:  5327 9765. 
 
 
Appendix 4C2 
UNIVERSITY OF BALLARAT 
INFORMED CONSENT 
                                             Participants 18 years and older 
 
 
 Code number (if any) allocated to the participant      . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . 
 
 
              Consent (fill out below) 
I, . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . …  
. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
 hereby consent to participate as a subject in research study titled: The interplay between the  
              experience of doctoral education and familial relationships.  
 
The research program in which I am being asked to participate has been explained fully to me, 
verbally and in writing, and any matters on which I have sought information have been 
answered to my satisfaction. 
 
I understand that:  
 
 all information I provide (including questionnaires) will be treated with the strictest  
confidence and data will be stored separately from any listing that includes my name 
and address. 
 aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in scientific 
and academic journals. 
 I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study in which event my 
participation in the research study will immediately cease and any information 
obtained from it will not be used. 
 once information has been aggregated it is unable to be identified, and from this point 
it is not possible to withdraw consent to participate. 
 
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . . . . . . . . . . .   
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Appendix 4C3 
 
UNIVERSITY OF BALLARAT 
Participants under 18 years of age 
 
 
1. PROJECT TITLE  The interplay between the experience of doctoral education and familial 
                                                          relationships   
 
2. RESEARCHERS Associate Professor John McDonald 
    Janis Webb (PhD candidate) 
 
3. PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT 
 
 
Dear 
 
We are from the University of Ballarat. Your mum or dad has given us permission to 
write to you to tell you about a project we are doing.  
 
Our project involves finding out what people your age think about their parents 
studying at university.  
 
We are also interested to know what other family members think and if having an 
adult uni student at home affects others in the family. 
 
We would like to talk to you about your ideas on this topic, but you are completely 
free to say we can or we can’t. Even if other people in your family want to talk with 
us, you don’t have to. It’s your decision. 
 
If you say ‘yes’ you will talk to us, we expect our chat will last about half an hour. 
You and your mum or dad can decide where we will meet, and although one of us will 
talk to you by yourself, another person who you know well, will be close by. They 
may be listening to the radio, watching TV, cooking, gardening or something else. 
They will do something that they like to do so that they don’t get bored while we are 
talking. 
 
For the project, we want to know what different kids in different families think are the 
good things about having a mum or dad who is a uni student and what they think are 
some of the tough parts. The project is not about finding out family secrets or testing 
if different people in a family are telling us the truth.  
 
When we talk to you, we will want to know about your thoughts and experiences. We 
will not tell you what others have told us about themselves when we spoke to them, 
and we will not tell others we talk to, anything you tell us. Our chats with each person 
will be private. 
 
 
Because we will be talking to a lot of people, and we don’t want to forget what 
everyone says, we will tape record our chats using a mini recorder about the size of a 
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mobile ’phone. After we go back to the office, we will type out what each person said.  
Later we will meet with you and show you what we have typed. If you think a bit is 
wrong, you can tell us how we should change it.  
 
If you say that we can talk to you, but then you change your mind - you should tell us 
because you are free to stop chatting with us at anytime. You can also say you don’t 
want to answer a question if you don’t want to. If you say something and wish you 
didn’t say it, tell us and we will not include that comment in the project. 
 
Like many projects that you do for school, we will write a project report. We will 
write about what we have found out when we talked to everyone. One part of our 
report will describe what all the mums and dads said; another will describe what all 
the nannas and granddads said; and, of course, one part will describe what all the 
children have told us. We will show you the section on children before we show 
anyone else. If you are not happy with what we have written, we want you to tell us. 
 
If, during the interviews, something comes up that you would like to discuss with 
another person outside your family, it would be a good idea to talk to someone you 
know who cares about you, maybe your teacher, or you could call the Kids’ Help Line 
1800 55 1800. 
  
We are doing this study because we care about people and we want to know how 
universities can help to make people’s family lives happier when an adult in a family 
is studying at a university. 
 
If you wish to participate in this project, please ring Janis Webb on 9919 4849 or 
complete the attached Content Form and return it in the envelope provided. You do 
not need to add a stamp. Janis will then contact you to make a time and place to meet 
and chat with you. 
 
If you want to know more about the project before deciding if you want to be part of 
it, we would be happy to give you more details. All you have to do is contact us. You 
can ring Janis Webb on 9919 4849 or email Janis.Webb@vu.edu.au or ring John 
McDonald on 5327 9818 or email j.mcdonald@ballarat.edu.au.  
 
If you decide you want to be in the project, we look forward to meeting you, but 
remember you don’t have to be in the project if you don’t want to. 
 
 
Our best wishes, 
 
 
 
Janis Webb                        John McDonald                                
 
 
 
 
Appendix 4C4 
UNIVERSITY OF BALLARAT 
INFORMED CONSENT 
Participants under 18 years of age 
 
 Code number (if any) allocated to the participant      . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . 
 
               The research program in which I am being asked to participate has been explained fully to 
               me, verbally and in writing, and any matters on which I have sought information have been 
               answered to my satisfaction. 
 
I understand that:  
 
 all information I provide (including questionnaires) will be treated with the strictest  
confidence and data will be stored separately from any listing that includes my name and 
address. 
 aggregated results will be used for research purposes and may be reported in scientific and 
academic journals. 
 I am free to withdraw my consent at any time during the study in which event my 
participation in the research study will immediately cease and any information obtained 
from it will not be used. 
 once information has been aggregated it is unable to be identified, and from this point it is 
not possible to withdraw consent to participate. 
 
Consent of minor: 
 
I, . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . of . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . …….. 
. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
 hereby consent to participate as a subject in the research study titled: The interplay between 
               the experience of doctoral education and familial relationships.  
 
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . .  
 
 
 
Consent of Parent/Guardian: 
I, ……………………………….…, parent/guardian of ….…………………. (minor's name)  
of ………………………………………………………………………………….….. (address) 
hereby consent to ………………………………………… (minor's name) participation in the  
above research study. 
 
 
SIGNATURE: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  DATE: . . . . . . …….. . . .. . .  
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Appendix 4D1           Interview schedule: doctoral candidate  
 
Interviewee code                                                                                  Interview 1             
 
Date:   /  /          Time: Start ___ Finish ___      Location:  
 
Preliminary      
Social chat (3-5 mins) to ensure interviewee is comfortable and relaxed  
Confirm details on Expression of Interest form   [ ] 
Questions – re Plain Language Statement   [ ] 
Consent form   [ ] 
Reiterate participant category approach to study   [ ] 
Reiterate counselling information  [ ]   
Explain field notes will be made [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking for examples, more information etc   [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking open question, then prompts based on others’ comments [ ]   
 
Introduction to interview 
[interviewee’s name], thank you for agreeing to chat with me today. 
 
As you know, I’m talking to academics about their doctoral studies and family life. 
 
My questions aren’t part of an investigation into whether family members tell me the 
“truth” or if different people in the same family tell me different things. I’m really just 
interested in finding out more about the things you and your family do and what you 
think about some aspects of your lives. It’s about your perception of things. There are 
no right and wrong answers. If you don’t want to answer a particular question [etc] 
just say so. That’s fine. At the same time, of course, I’m interested in hearing about 
‘real life’ not just the sunny side of things.  
 
Are you ready to begin?  [Activate recorder]  
 
Interview 
Introductory question  
1. Describe briefly what it has meant for you and your family to have you study for a 
[PhD/doctorate]. 
 
Exploratory questions (order may vary)  
2. Why did you decide to do a [PhD/doctorate]? 
3. What, in the past, has the idea of a doctorate qualification meant to you? Have 
your understandings changed since you enrolled? 
4. Related to my topic, I’m also interested to know what are your thoughts on the 
concepts of ‘a family’ and ‘family life’.  Have your ideas on ‘family’ and ‘family life’ 
changed since you enrolled? 
 
5. Typically, by the time people reach their middle years they have accumulated a 
number of what could be described as ‘major life roles’. For example, I know that you 
are an academic, a doctoral student and a family member [With reference to the 
Supplementary Handouts: Diagram 1]. Do you have any other major life roles?   [If 
so, please add any additional major life roles to the diagram.] Before continuing, 
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would you like to make any general comments about your suite of major life roles? 
 
■Role theorists write about us having sub-identities and role sets that are linked to 
each of our major life roles. For example, as a family member when I think of the 
different identities I have with those in my immediate family, I am a partner, a 
mother, a daughter and a daughter-in-law.  
 
a. [with reference to the Supplementary Handouts - Diagram 2] In your case, what are 
the main significant relationships that you have as a family member? Please complete 
the diagram.  
 
b. We will now discuss how you see yourself in each of these family sub-identities.  
 
How do you currently see yourself as a partner?                                       if applicable 
Have you changed as a partner since you enrolled? Please elaborate 
  
How do you currently see yourself as a father/mother? 
Have you changed as a parent since you enrolled? Please elaborate 
 
How do you currently see yourself as a son/daughter?  
                                                               son-in-law/daughter-in-law? 
Have you changed as a son/daughter                                                         as applicable 
                                      son-in-law/daughter-in-law                                   
since you enrolled? Please elaborate. 
 
[interviewer to add others if appropriate, that is, if candidate has nominated 
additional family member identities which they regard as equally significant] 
 
      c. I’m interested now in discussing your perceptions of changes in others in your 
      family that you attribute to your study commitments. 
 
      [if applicable] Since you began your doctoral degree have there been changes in 
      your relationship with [candidate’s partner’s name] that you would attribute to 
      your becoming a [PhD/doctoral] student? 
  
      Since you began your doctoral degree have there been changes in your 
      relationship with [candidate’s children’s names] that you would attribute to your 
      becoming a [PhD/doctoral] student? 
 
     Since you began your doctoral degree have there been changes in your 
       relationship with your parents and parents-in-law that you would attribute to your 
       becoming a [PhD/doctoral] student? 
        
       Is there anything further that you would like to add to this theme of family 
       relationships and your doctoral studies? 
 
■Now think in a similar way about what are the various sub-identities you have as a 
doctoral student. (Please note these on diagram 3 also) [with reference to 
Supplementary Handouts] 
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We will now take these sub-identities individually and discuss how you see yourself 
in each.  
 
How do you see yourself in the student/supervisor relationship? 
How do you see yourself as a peer of other students? 
 How do you see yourself [interviewer to add others as appropriate]? 
 
Does your family life in any way, either directly or indirectly, affect these doctoral 
student sub-identities that you have named? How and to what extent? [interviewer to 
ask question that is counter to perspective given by the participant as appropriate, for 
example, Are there any positive/negative effects?]  
      
■ Another of your major life roles is that of academic. Please comment on the ways in 
which, and the extent to which, your work at [name of candidate’s employing 
institution] affects your family life and  
                              your studies?  
 
Alternatively, how does your family life effect your work as an academic  
                       how do your studies effect your work as an academic 
 
[invite interviewee to use the diagram if she/he wishes to aid he/his account] [with 
reference to Supplementary Handouts] 
 
■ As do other academics in your situation, you are required to balance a number of 
significant life roles and sub-identities associated with these. What strategies do you 
draw on in an attempt to achieve the balance required?  
   How satisfied with these strategies are you?    
 
■ Was the decision to study for a doctorate a difficult one for you to make? Please 
elaborate. 
    Was the decision to study for a doctorate made in consultation with other family 
members? Please elaborate. 
 
Concluding question 
That brings us to the end of the issues I wanted to raise. However, is there something 
that we haven’t discussed that you would like to raise with regard to how each of your 
various major life role impacts on one another? 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix 4D2           Interview schedule: partner  
 
Interviewee code                                                                                  Interview 1             
 
Date:   /  /          Time: Start ___ Finish ___      Location:  
 
Preliminary      
Social chat (3-5 mins) to ensure interviewee is comfortable and relaxed  
Confirm details on Expression of Interest form   [ ] 
Questions – re Plain Language Statement   [ ] 
Consent form   [ ] 
Reiterate participant category approach to study   [ ] 
Reiterate counselling information   [ ]   
Explain field notes will be made [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking for examples, more information etc   [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking open question, then prompts based on others’ comments [ ]   
 
Introduction to interview 
[interviewee’s name], thank you for agreeing to chat with me today. 
 
As you know, I’m talking to participants about their families. I want to know about 
the different things different people in different families do and what people like 
yourself think about having a partner who is an academic and studying for a 
[PhD/doctorate]. 
 
My questions aren’t part of an investigation into whether family members tell me the 
“truth” or if different people in the same family tell me different things. I’m really just 
interested in finding out more about the things you and your family do and what you 
think about some aspects of your lives. It’s about your perception of things. There are 
no right and wrong answers. If you don’t want to answer a particular question [etc] 
just say so. That’s fine. At the same time, of course, I’m interested in hearing about 
‘real life’ not just the sunny side of things.  
 
Are you ready to begin?  [Activate recorder]  
 
Interview 
Introductory question  
1. (participant’s first name), to begin please describe briefly, in general, what it has 
meant for you and your family to have [candidate’s name] study for a doctorate. 
 
Exploratory questions (order may vary)  
2.   Aside from its implications for your family, I’m interested to know what in the 
past the idea of a doctorate qualification has meant to you, and if your ideas have 
changed since [candidate’s name] first enrolled. 
 
3.   Related to my topic, I’m interested also to know your thoughts on the concepts of 
‘a family’ and ‘family life’. Have your ideas on ‘family’ and ‘family life’ change 
since [candidate’s name] enrolled? 
 
4. Typically, over the years people accumulate a number of what could be described 
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as “major life roles”. For example, [candidate’s name] major life roles are that of an 
academic, a doctoral student and a family member [with reference to Supplementary 
Handouts, diagram 1]. In your case, what would you say are your major life roles? 
[with reference to the Supplementary Handouts, please note these on diagram 2.] 
Before continuing, would you like to make any general comments about your suite of 
major life roles? 
          
5.   I’d like to focus on just your ‘family member’ role for a while. 
       
■ Some people write about us having sub-identities that are linked to each of our 
major life roles. For example, as a family member when I think of the different 
identities I have with those in my immediate family I am a partner, a mother, a 
daughter and a daughter-in-law. [with reference to Supplementary Handouts, diagram 
3]  
 
a. I know that you are a partner and a [mother/father], are there any other 
significant family relationships that we should add?  [with reference to the 
Supplementary Handouts, diagram 3 please add these] 
 
b. Associated with each of our family sub-identities are responsibilities, 
behaviours and attitudes. With this in mind can we now take each of these sub-
identities that you have noted and discuss how see yourself in each.  
 
How do you see yourself as a partner? 
What effect has [candidate’s name] enrolment had on you as a partner?  
 
How do you see [candidate’s name] as a partner? 
Has [candidate’s name] changed as a partner since [she/he] enrolled? Please 
elaborate. 
How have any changes affected you? 
 
      How do you see yourself as a [mother/father]? 
Has [candidate’s name] enrolment effected you as a parent? Please elaborate. 
 
How do you see [candidate’s name] as a parent? 
Has [candidate’s name] changed as a parent since [she/he] enrolled? 
How have any changes affected you? 
 
How do you see yourself as a daughter/son? 
                                                daughter-in-law/son-in-law? 
What effect has [candidate’s name] enrolment had on you as a daughter/son? 
                                                                              daughter-in-law/son-in-law? 
  
     How do you currently see [candidate’s name] as a daughter/son? 
                                                                                      daughter-in-law/son-in-law? 
     Has [candidate’s name] changed as a daughter/son 
                                                                daughter-in-law/son-in-law since [she/he] 
     enrolled? Please elaborate. 
How have any changes affected you? 
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   c. Now I’m interested now in discussing your perceptions of changes in 
       others in your family that you attribute to [candidate’s name] study commitments. 
 
       Since [candidate’s name] began [her/his] [PhD/doctoral] studies have you seen 
      changes in family relationships involving the children?  
                                                                          your parents/parents-in-law  
                                                                          [others as appropriate] that you believe 
       are linked to [candidate’s name] enrolment? Please elaborate 
       
       Has [candidate’s name] being a doctoral student affect the family’s social life in 
       any way? [holidays, entertaining, accepting invitations] Please elaborate. 
 
        Before we move on to discuss aspects of your major life roles, is there anything 
        further that you would like to add to this theme of family relationships and 
        doctoral study? 
 
6. We’ll now return to the diagram of your current major life roles [with reference to 
diagram 2]. When [candidate’s name] added ‘doctoral student’ to [her/ his] ‘list’ of 
major life roles, did it affect your role ‘list’ in anyway? Please elaborate.  
  
          Did it affect your activities within items on your list? 
           
          Have there been any benefits for you in having [candidate’s name] study for a 
          doctorate during [her/his] enrolment? 
 
7. I’d now like to discuss how you would describe [candidate’s name] as a 
[PhD/doctoral] student. [with reference to Supplementary Handouts, diagram 1] 
 
          If we now think in a similar way about what are the various sub-identities 
         [candidate’s name] has as a doctoral student, we can say  
         [she/he] is a peer of other students and  
         [she/he] is in a supervisor/student relationship. Are there others you would like 
         to add?  
 
         How do you see [candidate’s name] in each of these sub-identities.  
 
         From your perspective, did your family life in any way, either directly or 
         indirectly, affect [candidate’s name] in any of these sub-identities? Please 
         elaborate. 
 
        [Interviewer to ask question that is counter to perspective given by the 
        participant as appropriate, for example, ‘In your opinion are there any 
        positive/negative effects?]  
 
8. Another of [candidate’s name] life roles during [her/his enrolment was that of 
academic. [With reference to Supplementary Handouts, diagram 1] 
 
        Please comment how [candidate’s name] work at [candidate’s employing 
        institution] affected your family life and  
                          [her/his] studies.  
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9.   As do others in [candidate’s name] situation, [she/he] is required to balance a 
number of significant roles and sub-identities associated with these. What strategies 
does [she/he] draw on in an attempt to achieve the balance required?  
      How satisfied with these strategies are you?    
 
10. From your perspective what priority does [candidate’s name] give to [her/his] 
roles of family member, academic and doctoral student? Please elaborate. 
 
11. Was [candidate’s name] decision to study for a [PhD/doctorate] made in 
consultation with other family members?  Please elaborate. 
 
      Was it a decision that you readily supported? 
      Is it as you expected? 
      How could you have been better prepared? 
 
12. After [candidate’s name] graduates [she/he] will became known as Dr 
[candidate’s full name]. How do you feel about that? 
 
13. Would you want to do a [PhD/doctorate] yourself? Why? [if interviewee does not 
already have a doctorate] 
 
Concluding questions 
 
I have three final questions: 
 
10a. From your experience, what are some of the benefits of having a partner 
who is studying for a doctorate? 
 
b.                  From your experience, what are some of the challenges that 
                     come with having a partner who is studying for a doctorate? 
                      
11. That brings us to the end of the issues I wanted to raise. However, is there 
something that we haven’t discussed that you would like to raise regarding how 
[candidate’s name] various roles as academic, doctoral student and family member 
impact on one another? 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
 
  
Appendix 4D3           Interview schedule: child  
 
Interviewee code                                                                                  Interview 1             
 
Date:   /  /          Time: Start ___ Finish ___      Location:  
 
Preliminary      
Social chat (2 mins) to ensure interviewee is comfortable and relaxed.  
Confirm details on Expression of Interest form   [ ] 
Questions – re Plain Language Statement   [ ] 
Consent form   [ ] 
Reiterate participant category approach to study   [ ] 
Reiterate counselling information  [ ]   
Explain field notes will be made [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking for examples, more information etc   [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking open question, then prompts based on others’ comments [ ]   
 
Introduction to interview 
[interviewee’s name], thank you for agreeing to chat with me today. 
 
As you know, today I want to talk to you about what you think of your [Mum/Dad] 
being a university student. 
 
My questions aren’t part of an investigation into whether family members tell me the 
“truth” or if different people in the same family tell me different things. I’m really just 
interested in finding out more about the things you and your family do and what you 
think about some aspects of your lives. It’s about how you see things – your opinions. 
There are no right and wrong answers. If you don’t want to answer a particular 
question [etc] just say so. That’s fine. At the same time, of course, I’m interested in 
hearing about ‘real life’ not just the sunny side of things.  
 
Are you ready to begin?  [Activate recorder]  
 
Interview 
Introductory questions 
1. (participant’s first name), my first question is – Who are the most important people 
in your family to you? [with reference to Supplementary Handouts please write their 
names on diagram 1.] We will return to this later.  
 
2. My next question is – What are your main activities in life? [with reference to 
Supplementary Handouts please write them on diagram 2] We will return to this later. 
 
3. What would you say are your [Mum’s/Dad’s] main activities in life? [with 
reference to Supplementary Handouts please write these on diagram 3/4.] We will 
look at one diagram now and return to the other later. 
 
Prompts for further comment (order may vary) 
What can you tell me about what your [Mum/Dad] is studying at uni? 
Had you heard of a [PhD/doctorate] before your [Mum/Dad] started to study for one? 
What do you know about what is involved in doing a [PhD/doctorate]?  
  
 
Exploratory questions 
 
4. ▪ What it like for you to have a [Mum/Dad] at uni? 
 
Prompts for further comment (order may vary) 
Does your [Mum/Dad] talk to you about [her/his] studies never; sometimes, but not 
much; a lot? Do you think the time spent talking about it too little, too much or just 
right? Please say more about that.  
Do you have any role at all in helping your [Mum/Dad] with [her/his] studies? Please 
say more about that. 
Did your [Mum/Dad] tell you that [she/he] was planning to enrol before starting and 
ask you for your opinion on the idea? Please say more about that. 
Do you know where and when your [Mum/Dad] studies? Please say more about that. 
Do you feel like your family is different from other families because your [Mum/Dad] 
is studying? Please say more about that. 
Are you surprised that [she/he] is studying at this time in [her/his] life? Please say 
more about that. 
What do you think about the idea that uni study is for young people without family 
commitments and other responsibilities? 
What do you think are the good parts for you about having your [Mum/Dad] studying 
for a [PhD/doctorate] at this time in your life?     Do you feel proud? Please say more 
about that. 
Do your friends know that your [mum/dad] is studying? Please say more about that. 
When your [Mum/Dad] graduates [she/he] will be called Dr. [candidate’s full name]. 
What do you think about that?  
What do you think are the hard parts for you about having your [Mum/Dad] studying 
for a [PhD/doctorate]?  
Is the effect that it is having on you something that you think about - never; 
sometimes, but not a lot; often? Please say more about that. 
 
 
5. ▪ What do you think it is like for your [Mum/Dad] to be studying for a doctorate at 
this time in [her/his] life? 
 
Prompts for further comment 
[with reference to Supplementary Handout, diagram 3.] You have told me what are 
your [Mum’s/Dad’s] main activities in life. How are these prioritised by him/her? 
Please say more about that. 
Why do you think [she/he] enrolled? 
What do you think are the good parts for your [Mum/Dad] about studying for a 
doctorate? 
What do you think are the hard parts for your [Mum/Dad] about studying for a 
doctorate? 
Do you think your [Mum/Dad] has changed in any way because [she/he] is studying? 
Please say more about that. 
Is the effect that it might be having on your [Mum/Dad] something that you think 
about - never; sometimes, but not a lot; often? Please say more about that.  
 
 
  
6. ▪ What is it like for others in your family to have your [Mum/Dad] at uni? 
  
Prompts for further comment  [as applicable] 
[with reference to diagram 4] 
What do you think it means for your [Dad/Mum] to be married to someone who is 
studying for a [PhD/doctorate] at this time in your [Dad’s/Mum’s] life?  
What do you think are the good parts for your [Dad/Mum] about being married to 
someone who is studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
What do you think are the hard parts for your [Dad/Mum] about being married to 
someone who is studying for a [PhD/doctorate]?  
 
At the beginning of our chat you wrote down your main activities in life [with 
reference to Supplementary Handouts: diagram 2] can you about your Mum’s and 
Dad’s (and others’) involvement in each of these activities. 
 
▪ What do you think it means for your grandparent/s to have your [Mum/Dad] 
studying for a [PhD/doctorate] at this time in their lives? 
What do you think are the good parts for your grandparent/s about having your 
[Mum/Dad] studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
What do you think are the hard parts for your grandparent/s about having your 
[Mum/Dad] studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
 
▪ What do you think it means for your [sisters/brothers] to have your [Mum/Dad] 
studying for a [PhD/doctorate] at this time in their lives? 
What do you think are the good parts for your [sisters/brothers] about having your 
[Mum/Dad] studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
What do you think are the good parts for your [sisters/brothers] about having your 
[Mum/Dad] studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
 
Is the effect that it might be having on different people in your family something that 
you think about - never; sometimes, but not a lot; often? Please say more about that. 
 
Concluding question 
7. ▪ That was my last question for you today. Is there anything more you want to say 
about your [Mum/Dad] being a uni student and studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix 4D4         Interview schedule: parent/in-law  
 
Interviewee code                                                                                  Interview 1             
 
Date:   /  /          Time: Start ___ Finish ___      Location:  
 
Preliminary      
Social chat (3-5 mins) to ensure interviewee is comfortable and relaxed.  
Questions – re Plain Language Statement   [ ] 
Consent form   [ ] 
Reiterate participant category approach to study   [ ] 
Reiterate counselling information  [ ]   
Explain field notes will be made [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking for examples, more information etc   [ ] 
Explain strategy of asking open question, then prompts based on others’ comments [ ]   
 
Introduction to interview 
[interviewee’s name], thank you for agreeing to chat with me today. 
 
As you know, I’m talking to people about their families. Specifically, I want to know 
what people like yourself think about having a [daughter/son; daughter-in-law/son-in-
law] who is studying for a [doctorate/PhD]. 
 
My questions aren’t part of an investigation into whether family members tell me the 
“truth” or if different people in the same family tell me different things. I’m really just 
interested in finding out more about the things you and your family do and what you 
think about some aspects of your lives. It’s about how you see things – your 
opinions.There are no right and wrong answers. If you don’t want to answer a 
particular question [etc] just say so. That’s fine. At the same time, of course, I’m 
interested in hearing about ‘real life’ not just the sunny side of things.  
 
Are you ready to begin?  [Activate recorder]  
 
Interview  
Introductory question 
[interviewee’s name], to begin I want to talk to you about [candidate’s name] being a 
university student. 
 
1. ▪ My first question is … What can you tell me about what [candidate’s name] has 
been studying? 
 
Prompts for further comment (order may vary) 
Does [candidate’s name] talk to you about [her/his] studies?  
Why do you think [candidate’s name] is doing it – particularly at this time in [her/his] 
life? 
Had you heard of a [PhD/doctorate] before [candidate’s name] started to study for 
one? 
What do you know about what is involved in doing a [PhD/doctorate]?  
In general, what characteristics do you think a person who studies for a PhD needs to 
have?  
 2 
What characteristics do you think a person who studies for a PhD when [she/he] has a 
family needs to have? 
 
Exploratory questions 
I know that one of [candidate’s name] major roles in life is that she/he is a doctoral 
student, [with reference to Supplementary Handouts diagram 1] what would you say 
are her/his other major roles?  
 
2. ▪ What do you think it is like for [candidate’s name] to be a student at this time in 
her/his] life? 
 
Prompts for further comment 
What do you think are the good parts for [candidate’s name] about studying at this 
time in [her/his] life? 
What do you think are the hard parts for [candidate’s name] about studying at this 
time in [her/his] life? 
From your perspective, do you think [candidate’s name] has changed in any way 
because [she/he] is studying for a doctorate? 
Is the effect that it might be having on [candidate’s name] something that you think 
about - never; sometimes, but not a lot; often? Would you like to say more about that? 
 
I’d now like to know more about you and your activities. What are your main 
activities in life? [with reference to Supplementary Handouts, diagram 2]  
 
3. ▪ What is it like for you to have [candidate’s name] studying at university for a 
[PhD/doctorate]? 
 
Prompts for further comment 
Did [candidate’s name] discuss that possibility of studying for a doctorate before 
[she/he] enrolled? Would you like to say more about that? 
Are you surprised that [she/he] is studying at this time in [her/his] life? 
What do you think about the idea that uni study is for young people without family 
commitments and other responsibilities? 
What do you think are the good parts for you in having [candidate’s name] studying 
for a [PhD/doctorate] at this time in [her/his] life?              Do you feel proud? 
When [candidate’s name] has graduated [she/he] will be called Dr. [candidate’s full 
name]. What do you think about that?  
Will you go to [her/his] graduation? Why? 
What do you think are the hard parts for you about having [candidate’s name] 
studying at this time in [her/his] life? 
What expectations do you have of [candidate’s and partner’s names] at this time in 
your life?  
Do you catch up often?     Does the study mean that you don’t see [her/him or 
partner’s name] as often as you would like? 
Do you see yourself as having any sort of role in supporting [candidate’s name] in 
[her/his] studies? 
Is the effect that it is having on you something that you think about - never; 
sometimes, but not a lot; often? Would you like to say more about that? 
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[With reference to Supplementary Handouts diagram 3] tell me about [candidate’s 
name] family members. Who’s in [candidate’s name] family?      
 
  
4. ▪   From your perspective, what was it like for the rest of [candidate’s name]’s 
family to have [her/him] studying for a [PhD/doctorate]? 
 
Prompts for further comment [as appropriate] 
What do you think it means for [candidate’s partner’s name]?  
What do you think are the good parts for [candidate’s partner’s name] about having 
[candidate’s name] studying at this time in [her/his] life? 
What do you think are the hard parts for [candidate’s partner’s name] about having 
[candidate’s name] studying at this time in their lives? 
 
What do you think it means for [candidate’s children’s names]? 
What do you think are the good parts for the children about having [candidate’s name] 
studying at this time in their lives? 
What do you think are the hard parts for the children about having [candidate’s name] 
studying at this time in [her/his] life? 
 
What do other family members think of [candidate’s name] studying?  
Is the effect that it might be having on different ones in the family something that you 
think about - never; sometimes, but not a lot; often? Would you like to say more about 
that? 
 
Final question 
5. That brings us to the end of the issues I wanted to raise. However, is there 
something that we haven’t discussed regarding the effects of an adult studying on 
family life and vice-versa, the effects of family life on an adult student’s study that 
you would like to raise? 
 
 
Thank you for your participation. 
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Appendix 4F1 Annotated extracts from interview transcript with candidates in an asymmetrical couple relationship    
demonstrating how data were analysed and transformed, and text created 
Example 1  
Interviewer Participant Relevant concept tag Proposition applicability – phase 1 
Can you describe 
yourself as a parent? 
[pointing to diagram] 
The managing life, the balancing thing? My children are always my number one 
priority.  I always organise my life ___ I would quit my job and quit my PhD if it 
meant that I would have to give priority to my children. That’s not negotiable, so I 
suppose I protect my children in my head in terms of the way I organise myself. 
I’m absolutely loving and committed to my children. As I said, they are my 
number one priority. I would do anything for them. 
As a parent – children 
are first priority 
Proposition 2: The greater the perceived 
clarity of role expectations, the less the role 
strain. 
Sure We had a more organic approach, probably, to raising [the children’s names], 
rather than rules sort of governing them with, ‘You must do this, and you must do 
that.’, and ‘If you don’t do this, you don’t get that’. We’ve never had that 
approach. We’ve – can I say, had a more fair approach, I suppose. 
As a parent – parenting 
philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
As a parent - confident 
describing self in 
parenting role 
Proposition 4: The more activity that 
individuals believe is prescribed for them, 
the greater their role strain. 
 
 
     
  
      c/f describing self as partner. 
Do you want to say 
more about yourself 
as a parent? 
I prefer to see them emerge as human beings rather than them emerge according 
to my model of a human being, I suppose. And we applied that across life 
generally from religion through to home roles that we might have had an 
expectation of - that’s me applying my view of the world over the top of them. I 
wanted them to emerge as people in their own right. 
Is there anything 
else? 
No, no _ that’s it. I wanted, you know, to see that, to see them emerge as people 
in their own right. 
What about as a 
partner? How do you 
see yourself as a 
partner? [pointing to 
diagram] 
A pain in the arse. (chuckling) No. How do I see myself as a partner? As a partner – perceives 
self as difficult 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a partner - not 
confident/comfortable 
describing self in role of 
partner. 
Proposition 10: The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the perceived 
incompatibility of roles in that set.    
Mmmm I find these questions difficult for some reason. How do I see myself as a partner? Proposition 4: The more activity that 
individuals believe is prescribed for them, 
the greater their role strain. 
 
 
     c/f describing self as parent. 
 
Yeah What does that mean? 
Well, mmm in terms 
of your relationship 
with  [partner’s 
name], how would 
you describe your 
behaviour?     
Mmmm [silence]  
Would an example 
help?  
 
 
That would be good.  
Data analysis strategy: Phase 1  
The researcher scrutinised the interview 
transcriptions for “repeating ideas” 
(Auerbach & Silverstein 2003 p. 54), that is, 
ideas that surfaced in the interviews with two 
or more participants. These extracts were 
labelled (column 3) with original, descriptive 
“plain language” conce t tags that the 
res archer d vised aft r being “sensitised” to 
relevant concepts during the review of 
literature (Chapter 2) and theory (Burr, Leigh 
et al. 1979 pp. 78-84) s lection phases. Each 
transcript was read several times and tags 
ere revised as ideas were consolidated. 
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Example 1 continued 
Well, some people 
see themselves as 
generally attentive, 
but because they’re 
studying __. 
Well, I think as a partner, generally, yeah, loving, compassionate, committed, 
consistent, understanding, tolerant. However, how do I see myself as a partner 
and a PhD student? – as a pain in the arse; I’m sorry to say. I think I would be 
hard work. I could become very focussed and withdraw, or as my partner would 
say, “go into PhD mode”. I think I can be distant. I think I can be moody … and 
as I was saying, I’m also a pain in the arse (chuckling) but umm.     
As partner –  perceives 
self as having positive 
qualities h/e enrolment 
→ negative behaviour 
(withdrawn, distant, 
moody) 
 
As partner - expression 
of regret re effect of 
study on behaviour as 
partner  
Proposition 10: The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the perceived 
incompatibility of roles in that set. 
 
 
 
 
Partner takes brunt of candidate’s 
frustrations, candidate regrets this.  
 
    c/f children who are protected from 
emotional “lows”. I haven’t interviewed 
anyone who doesn’t 
think they are 
difficult when they’re 
studying. 
Yeah, I bet.  
You mentioned you 
go into PhD mode __. 
That’s her term.  
Yes, I understand. 
What does it mean for 
your relationship? 
When I’m in PhD mode, communication between us becomes strained. 
 
 
Oh. Yeah, [partner’s name] cops a fair bit of angst when I don’t feel that I’m on top of 
things. You know - stuck for ideas; so-so feedback; need to rework something 
that I thought looked pretty good; sometimes you head off in a direction and then 
have to pull yourself up and say, ‘No, hang on’__.  Anyway, where was I? Yeah. 
Sometimes [partner’s name] cops a bit of flak – but not the kids.      
As a partner –  
enrolment → negative 
behaviour (frustration 
with study taken out on 
partner) 
 
As a parent – protects  
children from emotional 
“lows” associated with 
study  
Was protecting the 
kids something you 
did consciously? 
Not really. [pause] Oh, actually maybe yes. You want ___ or rather you don’t 
want them to see that you’re not on top of things, you’re the adult afterall __ or 
acting like getting an education is a pain. I want to be a good role model for 
learning. And you don’t want them to worry that you’re not in control. I want 
them to see me as sort of strong and capable – up to the task. Also, there’s the 
thing of generally - you don’t want to scare your kids off you. You know, “He’s a 
grump and not approachable”. You have to keep lines of communication open. 
As a parent – reasons 
for protecting children 
from emotional “lows” 
associated with study 
 
Data analysis strategy: Phase 2 The 
researcher studied the descriptive 
concept tags (column 3) and attempted 
to ascribe each to a relevant Proposition 
(column 4). Ascriptions were continually 
re-evaluated and revised. Some text 
extract tags were discarded because it 
was decided they were irrelevant to the 
research question. Possible links that 
could be made between quotations to 
create story-line “threads” within and 
between Propositions were noted (see 
arrows). 
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Annotated extracts from interview transcript:  candidate asymmetrical couple relationship   Example 2   
 
Interviewer Participant Initial tag Proposition applicability 
What are you like as 
a parent? [pointing to 
diagram] 
I guess the role of a parent is to teach them something about life and all the 
frailties and misgivings and positive things about it. So I guess that’s part of being 
the teacher. And bringing about an awareness of things. There’s lots of teaching 
to go on about life, and what’s appropriate and what’s acceptable and manners 
and so forth. There are all of those sorts of things that you don’t learn at school, 
but they learn if they are playing sport or they learn with Dad or they learn with 
Mum. And yes [partner’s name] and I make mistakes and we’re probably going to 
make lots more mistakes before we die, but we try and role model certain things 
that are expected in terms of girls and boys and men and women and how people 
should live in life and treat people and so forth. 
As a parent  –  
parenting philosophy 
Proposition 4: 
The more activity that individuals believe is 
prescribed for them, the greater their role 
strain. 
You have thought a 
lot about yourself in 
this role. 
Oh, yes. [Partner’s name] and I attended parenting classes, run by our church 
before [child’s name] was even born. With [the children’s names] - it’s just that 
we noticed certain things about their personalities and characteristics, so [the 
children] like camping and bush walking and all those sorts of things. That’s fine. 
So hence, we’ve joined the appropriate clubs.  
As a parent – parenting 
activities linked to 
children’s 
developmental needs  
Would you like to 
add anything? 
We’ve nurtured something when we have observed an interest. So [partner’s 
name] nurtured various things and followed them, and I’ve been there at the 
concerts and things.   
As a partner – 
abdicates  parenting 
responsibilities to 
partner 
 
As a parent – attends 
special events  
Proposition 5: The more individuals 
delegate prescribed activities, the fewer 
prescribed activities they have [and the less 
their role strain]. At the special 
events? 
That’s right. 
and each week? Well, I’m very busy. I’m not really available because I’m regularly expected 
to teach on weekends; when I’m not teaching I have to spend the time 
studying. Same for after school activities. But, I make sure I get to the once-a-
year or half-year events - performances, displays, family events, and the like.  
That arrangement 
works well for 
everyone, does it? 
Well, [partner’s name] isn’t thrilled that she has to do so much driving here 
and there and everywhere every week, but that’s the way it is. At least, that’s 
the way it has to be until I’ve submitted. No, she’s not exactly happy, but she 
understands. She just wants me to finish, and unless I set the time aside 
[statement unfinished, quizzical expression]. 
As a partner – 
perceives partner as 
unhappy about unequal 
allocation of parenting 
activities 
Is there anything 
else you want to say 
about yourself as a 
parent, at this point? 
Mmmm. No, I don’t think so.    
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Example 2 continued 
Can you now tell me 
about how you see 
yourself as a partner? 
[pointing to diagram] 
Oooo [silent and thoughtful]. This is harder to talk about. As a partner - not 
confident/comfortable 
describing self in role of 
partner. 
Proposition 10: The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the perceived 
incompatibility of roles in that set.   
 
 
               c/f describing self as parent.  
 
 
 
 
     Partner takes brunt of candidate’s 
     frustrations, candidate regrets this. 
 
 
c/f children who are protected from 
emotional lows. 
Sure  To tell you the truth, the whole study thing actually stresses me, [audible 
exhalation] and I think that flows through, of course, to people who are close 
to you. [silence] I can get down when I start thinking, ‘Why the hell am I 
doing this? I’m not cut out for this’, so those things can collide some times, 
which isn’t good. When you get down about your studies, which might be 
down lower than perhaps the normal ups and downs of most people, it’s an 
unpleasant place, I think, for other people to see you in. I think the collision 
of those things can be problematic. [Partner’s name] probably doesn’t deserve 
what I dish out – not probably; she doesn’t. Thinking about how I can be, 
makes me feel bad. She shouldn’t have to wear it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As partner  - expression 
of regret re effect of 
study on behaviour as 
partner 
As a parent – protects 
children from emotional 
“lows” which come 
from frustration with 
study’s progress  
How does she deal 
with it? 
First, before I answer. I’d like to say that [children’s names] probably wouldn’t notice 
like [partner’s name]. [Pause]. I don’t expose the kids to that stuff. 
 
It sound like you 
deliberately avoid 
doing that? 
Oh, sure. I don’t want to upset them. I don’t want them going off thinking, ‘Is 
Dad going to be okay?’ and worrying about me. That would be an unfortunate 
outcome of me studying.  
Do you want to say 
more? 
No, that’s it.   
So how does 
[partner’s name] deal 
with you being 
stressed? 
It varies. Sometimes she withdraws because I think she takes it personally. It 
depends, once she told me to take a good look at myself. Most of the time she 
tries to talk me up, tries to be supportive, asks what she can do to help. Gives me 
suggestions. 
 As a partner – 
perceptions of effects of 
own behaviour on 
partner  
Proposition 10: The greater the role 
accumulation, the greater the perceived 
incompatibility of roles in that set. 
You said sometimes 
you think she takes it 
personally, do you 
ever discuss how 
your study effects 
how you feel about 
yourself and how that 
in turn effects your 
general mood and 
behaviour towards 
her? 
No. No. Nothing like that.  As a partner – doesn’t 
openly address potential 
consequences of 
negative behaviour on 
as a partner on couple 
relationship. 
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Annotated extract showing convergence of data, concept tags and Propositions into a single file              
 
Proposition 10: The greater the role accumulation, the greater the perceived incompatibility of roles in that set 
 
As a partner expression of regret over behaviour towards partner because of stress brought on by enrolment  
Well, I think as a partner, generally, yeah, loving, compassionate, committed, consistent, understanding, tolerant. However, how do I see myself as a partner and a PhD student? – as a 
pain in the arse; I’m sorry to say. I think I would be hard work. I could become very focussed and withdraw, or as my partner would say, “go into PhD mode”. I think I can be distant. I 
think I can be moody … and as I was saying, I’m also a pain in the arse  [Me ‘going into PhD mode’ is [partner’s names]’s term … When I’m in PhD mode, communication between 
us becomes strained. 
     
To tell you the truth, the whole study thing actually stresses me, [audible exhalation] and I think that flows through, of course, to people who are close to you. [silence] I can get down 
when I start thinking, ‘Why the hell am I doing this? I’m not cut out for this’, so those things can collide some times, which isn’t good. When you get down about your studies, which 
might be down lower than perhaps the normal ups and downs of most people, it’s an unpleasant place, I think, for other people to see you in. I think the collision of those things can be 
problematic. [Partner’s name] probably doesn’t deserve what I dish out – not probably; she doesn’t. Thinking about how I can be, makes me feel bad. She shouldn’t have to wear it. 
 
[My partner] is a person who hasn’t formally studied at the higher education level, so I think it’s quite daunting to deal with someone who all of a sudden becomes incredibly focussed and with 
the focus comes the need for concentration [and] quiet ... He’s very supportive, but it’s hard for him. 
 
 The sort of intense thinking required for a PhD could appear to the other person to be distant and disinterested in the context of a marriage … I think the signals become confusing in terms of, 
‘Where has he gone?’ type of thing … I know that I can, you know, can really become so focussed that … the other person would feel excluded [and think], ‘I can’t reach you’, kind of thing ... I 
think not having me there at different times and not understanding originally why I wasn’t there – that was a problem ... There’s no question about it … things between us they’re stressed when 
there’s uncertainty and lack of understanding of what’s going on. 
 
When [my partner] rings up [and says], ‘How are things going?’ I get angry at him for interrupting me ... He’ll ring me on my mobile because he can’t get through to me on the other ’phone 
because I’m on the net and it’s like, ‘Just go away and leave me alone’. 
 
As a parent protected children from emotional “lows” which come from frustration with study’s progress   
Fortunately [the children] don’t get any of the bad sides of me [when I’m studying] … They are not subject to the crap ... I probably don’t go into PhD mode around them’, while four 
others reported: 
 
[The children] probably wouldn’t notice [how down I can get at times – the negative effects it has on my mood] like my partner does. I don’t expose the kids to that stuff. 
 
I … think [that my emotional downs caused by my studies] affect mainly my partner. She takes the brunt of my frustrations, insecurities, lack of confidence and need to withdraw and be 
focussed. That’s the main impact of my studies on the family I think.   
 
[My partner] cops a fair bit of angst when I don’t feel that I’m on top of things [with my studies] - but not the kids. 
 
The kids get a bit of my crankiness, but it’s really mostly [my partner] who gets to see that unfortunate side of me ... [My partner’s] got the raw end of the deal at the minute ... I 
probably take far more than I give at the minute. That’s how I feel. And he always seems to, you know, bear the brunt ... When I lose it, I lose it worse when I’ve been working through 
the night … I get really pissed off when I get tired … That’s when I write something, you know, stupid theoretical stuff that’s untenable.  
Data analysis strategy: Phase 3 
After concept tags wer  allocated to 
Propositions, the researcher established a new 
file and copies of data associated with various 
repeating ideas, which were labelled with concept 
tags, were brought together under Proposition 
headings. The data and tags were studied for an 
emerging ‘story’ (Auerbach & Silverstein 2003, 
Yin 2009 p. 130) relevant to a Proposition and the 
text reorganised to reflect the way a story might 
develop. Analysis decisions were continually re-
evaluated, categories and groupings revised and 
the story plan refined. When the researcher was 
satisfied with the integrity of the plan, writing 
began.   
 
 
proposition       
 
concept tag  
 
data  
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Annotated extract from Chapter 8 Findings for candidates (pp. 89-90) 
 
That others found the experience of doctoral study as a stand-alone activity personally 
and intellectually rewarding was revealed in the discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, 
above; that some others, too, were simultaneously dismayed when they reflected on 
how the pressure they felt at times affected their attitudes and behaviours in ways that 
were inconsistent with how they wanted to enact their family member role is evident in 
the following comments:  
 
I think as a partner, generally, [I’m] yeah loving, compassionate, committed, consistent, 
understanding, tolerant. However, how do I see myself as a partner and a PhD student? 
- as a pain in the arse  - I’m sorry to say. I think I would be hard work. I could become 
very focussed and withdraw or, as my partner would say, “go into PhD mode”. I think I 
can be distant. I think I can be moody … as I was saying, I’m a pain in the arse ... [Me 
going into “PhD mode” is my partner’s term] ... When I’m in PhD mode 
communication between us becomes strained. 
 
[Doing the PhD] … stresses me … and I think that flows through, of course, to people 
who are close to you. I can get down [when I start thinking that I’m not up to the mark], 
so those things can collide some times, which is not good ... When you get down about 
your studies, which might be down lower than perhaps the normal ups and downs of 
most people, it’s … an unpleasant place, I think, for other people to see you in … I 
think the collision of those things can be problematic ... My partner probably doesn’t 
deserve what I dish out – not probably; she doesn’t. Thinking about how I can be makes 
me feel bad. She shouldn’t have to wear it.  
 
When [my partner] is a person who hasn’t formally studied at the higher education 
level, so I think it’s quite daunting to deal with someone who all of a sudden becomes 
incredibly  focussed and with the focus comes the need for concentration [and] quiet ... 
He’s very supportive, but it’s hard for him. 
 
 The sort of intense thinking required for a PhD could appear to the other person to be 
distant and disinterested in the context of a marriage … I think the signals become 
confusing in terms of, ‘Where has he gone?’ type of thing … I know that I can, you 
know, can really become so focussed that … the other person would feel excluded [and 
think], ‘I can’t reach you’, kind of thing ... I think not having me there at different times 
and not understanding originally why I wasn’t there – that was a problem ... There’s no 
question about it … things between us they’re stressed when there’s uncertainty and 
lack of understanding of what’s going on. 
 
When [my partner] rings up [and says], ‘How are things going?’ I get angry at him for 
interrupting me ... He’ll ring me on my mobile because he can’t get through to me on 
the other ’phone because I’m on the net and it’s like, ‘Just go away and leave me 
alone’.  
  
Evident in these accounts is that candidates’ partners were the family members most 
exposed the candidates’ extremes of behaviour in terms of their becoming irritable and 
non-communicative as they grappled with the intellectual challenges inherent in 
doctoral studies or became frustrated with what they perceived as a lack of progress.  
   Indeed, some spoke of their deliberate efforts to protect their children from their overt 
behaviours; for example, as cited previously (see discussion of Propositions 7 and 8, 
above), one candidate reported, ‘Fortunately [the children] don’t get any of the bad 
sides of me [when I’m studying] … They are not subject to the crap ... I probably don’t 
go into PhD mode around them’, while four others reported: 
 
                [The children] probably wouldn’t notice [how down I can get at times about my study –  
                the negative effects it has on my mood] like my partner does ... I don’t expose the kids 
                to that stuff. 
 
                 
               
               
 
                      
    
P epa ation of text for “Findin s” chapters: An
initial draft was prepared which included all 
exa ples of relevant quotations to ensure the 
researcher maintained an understanding of the true 
sense of the data and the context in which they were 
said. The writing was approached systematically 
with a chapter for one category of participant being 
completed before another was begun; where 
applic ble, cross-references b tw en Pr positions 
were noted. Th chapters were prepared in the order 
in which they app ar in the dissertation. The writing 
up of material relevant to each Proposition was 
done chronologically.  After the first draft was 
completed for all four categories of participants’ 
findings chapters, they were reviewed, relevant 
cross-references between chapters added and 
quotations edited. This editing involved the 
selection of fewer quotations and the elimination f 
repe ition, false starts and hedge words and phrases 
such as “sort of’ and “you know”.  
Cross-reference to 
previously discussed 
Propositions 
Summary of idea 
expressed in 
following quotations 
Interpretation of 
significance of the 
data 
Support for this 
interpretation, including 
cross-reference to 
previously cited data and 
new data 
 7 
                I … think [that my emotional downs caused by my studies] affect mainly my                 partner. She takes the brunt of my frustrations, insecurities, lack of confidence and 
               need to withdraw and be focussed. That’s the main impact of my studies on the  
               family I think.   
 
              [My partner] cops a fair bit of angst when I don’t feel that I’m on top of things [with  
              my studies] - but not the kids. 
 
              The kids get a bit of my crankiness, but it’s really mostly [my partner] who gets to 
              see that unfortunate side of me ... [My partner’s] got the raw end of the deal at the 
              minute ... I probably take far more than I give at the minute. That’s how I feel. And 
              he always seems to, you know, bear the brunt ... When I lose it, I lose it worse when 
              I’ve been working through the night … I get really pissed off when I get tired … 
             That’s when I write something, you know, stupid theoretical stuff that’s untenable.  
 
The extent to which candidates may feel disturbed by the effect of their study on 
their emotional state and in turn the effect of feeling frustrated and insecure on their 
behaviour in their couple-relationship, was conveyed by two interviewees who 
commented:  
 
I hope I haven’t become a different person. I hope this is a transitory thing. I mean, 
I worry that I have. 
 
                It bothers me to think I have become selfish and self-centred and that my demands 
                - that my needs are met, are those of an immature, indulged adult who hasn’t 
                grown up, who is so self-focussed that they are incapable of any sensibility to  
                others’ needs and feelings. 
 
Only one candidate, however, reported having openly discussed this aspect of the 
effect of his studies with his partner in an attempt to reassure her that his behaviour 
was in response to the demands of his studies and did not reflect a diminution of his 
commitment to their relationship; he explained: 
 
                 There’s been a need [for us] to talk about that [i.e., my need to withdraw for long 
                 periods and not interact] and work through the fact that it is nothing more than me 
                 just being really focussed and both of us recognising when it’s occurring and         
                 having some slack in our understanding of one another. [I’ve had to explain]  
                 where I am and don’t freak out because that’s where I am and it means  
                 nothing more than I’ve gone off to concentrate … That needs to be communicated  
                 and talked through to develop an understanding of what it means in the context of  
                 the relationship. 
 
To conclude the discussion on this point, consideration will now be given to trends 
that emerged from the interviews with the candidates regarding their expressing, 
within the family home, their feelings of frustration, and at times inadequacy, in the 
doctoral student role. First, it is clear from their comments that while candidates put 
boundaries around their behaviour when interacting with their children, this was 
not the case when they were interacting with their partners. Indeed, candidates’ 
 
 
        
          
           
         
        
         
  
Comment on a 
possible implication 
of the interpretation 
noted above and 
data to support 
articulation of this as 
an implication  
Report on how 
participants dealt with 
this particular issue in 
their lives and data 
that provides an 
example of the 
exception to the 
typical participant 
response  
Introduction to 
overview of wider 
implications of this 
phenomenon within 
the context of the 
study.  This 
overview addresses 
the question of, ‘So 
what?’ regarding the 
preceding discussion  
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Appendix 4F2    Annotated extract from Chapter 8 demonstrating how dissonant 
data were managed in the reporting of the findings 
In summary, comments by the candidates indicated that there were several reasons that 
underpinned their feeling favourably disposed toward the notion, being advanced by universities, 
that academic staff without a doctoral degree return to study at a doctoral level. These included (i) 
working towards and achieving a doctoral qualification being in keeping with the candidates’ 
notions of what being an ‘academic’ entails; (ii) candidates believing that having acquired a 
Master's degree, study for a doctorate was a natural progression in one’s professional and personal 
intellectual development; (iii) candidates being passionate about and feeling committed to their 
theses’ topics; (iv) candidates believing, with a doctoral qualification, their professional standing 
and credibility would be enhanced; and, (v) candidates receiving financial benefits conditional on 
their enrolment.     
 
Notwithstanding such assertions by the candidates, which suggest they were consensual with their 
institutions’ perspectives regarding the desirability for academics to have a doctoral qualification, 
during the interviews when discussing her attitude towards her enrolment, unprompted, one 
interviewee asked rhetorically: 
 
Would we have enrolled if we had not been pushed?  
 
and responded thus: 
 
It’s hard to say – I doubt it. I really doubt it. I don’t think so. No. 
 
and in so doing captured the prevailing mood of all of the participating candidates whose more 
extensive comments, across a range of issues,  typically had undercurrents of disquiet when they 
reflected on their attempts to manage the demands of their concurrent major life roles. This 
tension suggests that the positive remarks noted above, which create the impression that the 
candidates perceived consensus between their institutions’ staff credential initiatives and their 
own interests in furthering their qualifications, may simply represent an effort on the part of the 
candidates to take a positive view of a situation in which they felt they had    little real choice. 
This interpretation is supported further by remarks made by the candidates regarding specific 
reservations they felt about their enrolment, which on professional grounds included cynicism as 
to the reasons for universities inducing staff to upgrade their qualifications; for example, two 
commented: 
 
[I]t’s all about … politics and finances, of course. I mean there are pressures on everybody in the system to 
pump out postgraduate research students because it’s related to dollars. There’s publications come out which 
are related to dollars. 
 
[T]he original expectation for staff to have doctoral [degrees] … was to imbue people with a sense of the 
importance of research; to I guess, for the University to say, ‘Look we have so many staff that are at doctorate 
level’ and therefore that adds to … the community’s perception of the University as a place where the staff are 
qualified and well credentialed and researching type people; to engender a spirit of understanding and 
Summary which brings 
together meanings captured in 
quotations presented above 
(not included in this 
Appendix).  
An explanation is offered 
for the contradiction that 
has been detected and 
quotations presented to 
support the explanation 
given. 
Discussion indicating 
that dissonant data in 
this context were 
supported by data 
elsewhere in the 
Chapt r. 
Appropriate language markers 
(for example, nevertheless, 
despite, nonetheless, 
notwithstanding and so on) were 
used to signal the data following 
were dissonant to that presented 
above.  
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endeavour, with respect to research – the importance of it; to add to people’s understanding about links 
between research and their teaching and their discipline. Now that was the original spirit of what was 
required. That has shifted, I suspect, in the last three years to, ‘We need people with PhDs who can go and do 
contractual work to make money’. It’s as bland as that, and to me that tips the role of the University and 
makes it difficult, and I’m not so passionate about that agenda. I’m not passionate about making money for 
someone else, or myself. I’m passionate about the former agenda. Rhetoric is still around that importance, but 
in practice the press is, ‘We need PhD people to do research that can make money’. That’s it. 
 
and, on personal grounds, included concerns about their ability to simultaneously balance the 
demands of work, study for a doctorate and family life; for example, two others noted: 
   
 The primary reason why I’m doing it now is I was asked ... That’s the reason it’s being done at the moment 
… [I]t was one of those things I could see I would retire from work … and then I was going to do it - just for 
my own personal satisfaction ... I never thought I’d be doing it now. I thought, you know, I’d ___ the kids 
would all be through schools and whatever, I’d be finished my working life, and this would occupy me instead 
of a garden - that sort of thing, you know.  
 
[My deciding to do a PhD] was probably a fairly rapid change of decision ... [When] I’d finished my Master's 
– oh, when did I finish that? - it might have been 2000, and at the beginning of 2002 I went to a research 
seminar type-thing put on in-house, and I made a statement at that seminar that there was no way I’d do a 
PhD. I’d never put myself or my family through it ... My supervisor actually got an ARC funded project and 
… she said __, you know, asked me about it and I sort of said, you know, ‘No’ ... and it’s still something that 
surprises me now – that I decided to do a PhD – because I wasn’t going to do one. 
 
While for the purpose of this discussion of Proposition 1, these comments provide useful 
examples of two areas of tension experienced by the candidates related to their enrolment, it is 
important to note that additional enrolment-related issues were also identified as problematic by 
the interviewees. A more fulsome discussion of these issues is presented below when Propositions 
9 and 10, which focus on role accumulation and role incompatibility, are considered. At this point 
in the discussion, what is relevant is that while the interviewees were able to report, owing to a 
range factors, that they were in agreement with their institutions’ credential requirements, for the 
candidates, as both academics and family members, there were also significant areas of disquiet.  
 
  
Indications that discussion 
of additional Propositions 
will further illuminate 
factors that contributed to 
data being dissonant. 
To conclude the 
discussion of this point, 
that data, directly and 
indirectly relevant to this 
Proposition, are 
dissonant is recapped.  
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SUBJECT: APPLICATIONS FOR FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE 
COMMONWEALTH STAFF DEVELOPMENT FUNDS AND 
UNIVERSITY QUALITY FUNDS 
FOR 
FOR 
I have been asked by Professor Paul Clark Deputy 
Chancellor to attend to the above mentioned issue. 
Vice-
A committee has been formed to allocate $175,000 to academic 
staff for qualifications upgrading. It is anticipated that 23 
staff will be granted 6 months leave during either semester 
one or two in 1995. The committee is preparing its selection 
criteria and you will be advised in detail shortly. 
Your cooperation is appreciated. 
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VICTORIA UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 
CO~ONWEALTHSTAFFDEVELOPMENTFUND 
VICTORIA UNIVERSITY QUALITY ASSURANCE FUND 
Information for all Higher Education Academic Staff 
The University has been granted $175,000 from the above funds 
for 1995 to be disbursed to approved .academic staff to 
increase the numbers of staff with higher degrees, and to 
increase the numbers of staff qualified to undertake 
postgraduate supervision and research. 
specifically; grants will be made to successful academic staff 
applicants to accelerate the completion of a thesis or thesis 
component of a course work higher degree. 
staff statistics of Victoria University of Technology indicate 
that the University has fewer staff than the national average 
with a PhD degree but has a greater percentage of staff with a 
Masters degree than the national average. This suggests 
potential for our staff to move from Masters to PhD level. 
Women are substantially under-represented among staff with 
higher qualifications, but at present many across the 
University are involved in studies at Master~ and phD levels. 
criteria for allocating the grants has been developed which 
note University policy in respect to affirmative action. 
Further, the Uni versi ty wishes to encourage completion of the 
highest academic award by its staff. 
Time release for study under this program will be for a 
maximum of one semester and preferably taken full time. 
Replacement funding will be available to the staff member's 
Department at the sessional tutor rate. Staff who have 
previously received funding under this program are not 
eligible to apply. 
Application forms are available from your Dean, Deputy Dean or 
Head of Department, the Library, Student Services, Equity and 
Social Justice Unit (St Albans and Footscray Campuses) and 
Human Resources. 
APPLICATIONS CLOSE FRIDAY 14 OCTOBER 199~ 
Applications should be forwarded to Professor Geoffrey George 
c/o, Krystyna Morrison 
Footscray campus 
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